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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Governmental licensing of public relations practitioners continues to be an issue since the 1940s.

Propo-

nents and opponents have valid arguments, but the ultimate
decision rests on whether it is in the best interest of the
public as determined by state legislators .
Those who favor licensing believe i t is in the public
interest--that it wiil establish professional standards and
ethics which can be enforced through economic sanctions,
will protect the public and profession from incompetents
and will increase status and recognition for public relations as a true profession .
Veteran public relations counselor Edward L . Bernays,
a principal proponent of licensing, said , "Today unqualified individuals call themselves public relations practitioners .

And, unfortunately, often do to the detriment of

the public and profession alike.

The term is in the public

domain and those who are unqualified by training, education
or ethics can assume the appellation .

This is not true of

the term medical doctor, certified public accountant,
lawyer or other profession .

Society requires their

licensing and registration as a protection of the public

2

interest and all concerned."l
Among those who do not believe licensing is in the
public interest, Lawrence W. Nolte, public relations practitioner and author of Fundamentals of Public Relations,
suggested we drop the idea of licensing. 2

He said,

"A

number of eminent practitioners of public relations, most
notably Edward L. Bernays, strongly advocate licensing as
a means for upgrading the quality of public relations
practice.

I agree with that objective, but disagree

strongly with the proposed solution for a number of reasons."
Nolte said licensing would threaten First Amendment rights
to freedom of speech and press; that i t is impractical due
to the nature of the field--not specific, without clear
def ini tion and broad in scope; and the result of licensure
would be a bureaucracy of red tape and legal entanglements.
Other opponents contend licensing is designed to give
monopoly power to the occupation seeking i t by denying
entry to some, raising the cost of the service and, in some
-

cases, restricting competition by prohibiting advertising
and competitive bidding.

3

Is there middle ground?

There are alternatives which

can combine positive aspects of both sides of the argument
which will be discussed and presented in this study.
Because of the survival and proliferation of the
licensure issue, the research question--is licensing of
public relations practitioners in the public interest?-- is

3

addressed to the membership (662 members)

of the Florida

Public Relations Association (FPRA) .
FPRA and the Department .o f Communication at the
University of Central Florida, co-sponsors of this study,
are interested in the opinions and perceptions of FPRA's
members concerning the professionalism of public relations.
If the membership does not support the idea of licensure,
what alternatives are preferable , if any?
Practitioners in the State of Florida have been cited
as being among the most active in consideration of
.
.
4
1 icensing.

Doug Newsom and Alan Scott , . co-authors of

Th~~

is PR,

pointed out that licensing and educational preparation for
public relations--both related to professionalism-- are
among the hottest topics in the public relations field
today. 5
Dr. Ken

o.

Smith, national PRSA president in 1978,

said he believes some form of licensing is inevitable.

He

reported that PRSA had a "stand-by model licensing statute"
6
available to state chapters upon need .
However, a recent
telephone call

(May 1982) to PRSA's information center in

New York City indicated that this model statute is no
longer available.
To preface the methodology and results of this research,
discussion centers on the history of the licensing debate in
public relations, the lack of consensus in defining public

4

relations, the status of the field, economic and legal
considerations of licensing.
practitioners?

Why not?

Why license public relations

Is public relations definable--

or is i t too general to be conducive to regulation?

Has

public relations reached the status to be acknowledged as
a profession?

How professional are practitioners?

are the costs of licensing an occupation?
alternatives?
relations?

What

What are some

Is licensing legally feasible for public

Even though practitioners may at some time

agree that they want governmental licensing, such a development doesn't guarantee that legislators will agree that
i t is in the public interest.
History of the Debate
The issue of licensing public relations practitioners
can be traced back to the mid-1940s.
Raymond Simon, public relations professor at Utica
College of Syracuse University, noted that Bernays first
proposed that public relations practitioners be licensed
in 1953. 7

Bernay's article "Should Public Relations

Counsel Be Licensed?"

(Printer's Ink, December 23, 1953)

offered both sides of the argument in much the same
fashion as his most recent articles on the subject .

He

concluded in favor of licensing, but the prologue to the
article suggested he had "long held the view. 118
Even before Bernay's article, the question was being

5

tossed around.

In August 1946, Walter W. Belson wrote "The

Public Relations Counsel: Is Licensing the Answer?"
(Public Relations Journal) . 9
Belson opposed licensing because he didn't feel there
was a core of knowledge on which to be tested.

"Not to say

that we do not have 'technique in public relations,'" he
explained.

"The mechanistic aspects are minor accomplish-

ments of the adequate counselor."
He also noted that not all who advocate licensing are
motivated by high ethical concepts. 10

Belson said,

"Sometimes it is apparent that such programs actually have
as their most cherished objective the posting of 'Do Not
Trespass' signs around arbitrarily staked off game preserves."
His recommendations were not unlike those of present
d ay opponents o f

.
.
11
1 icensing.

Belson encouraged such alter-

natives as self-policing , focusing on educational institutions, professional accomplishment based on judgment and
ethics, and encouraging public relations people to clear
up misunderstanding of what the occupation represents to
the public.
In November 1953, G. Edward Pendray surrunarized a
Public Relations Journal £urvey on the question of licensing
12
public relations practitioners.
Of 100 members of the
Public Relations Society of America (PRSA)

surveyed--

50 leading public relations directors and 50 counselors-54 replied.

Most (80 percent or 42 practitioners) opposed

6

state licensing .

Reasons for their opposition included:

too much state interference with lives and occupations of
the citizens; licensing doesn't defend the profession
against malpractice; doubts that any significant effect
would be made on prestige; invasion of right to freedom
of the press; and the profession is not developed to the
point where licensing is practical or possible. 13
Those who favored licensing in the survey said i t
would protect the profession and public by identifying
unqualified p ersons .

One respondent believed licensing

cou l d accomplish an ideal where "anyone who qualifies as a
member of the Society has successfully passed a program
of education and training under supervision, and further
has submitted to an examination as to knowledge, character
and fitness, and p assed at the minimum now set as the
standard . "
In 1958 , Arthur Sargent offered some insight to the
licensing question while associated with the California
Soc i ety of Certified Public Accountants.

He wrote an

article entitled "Should Public Relations Be Licensed?"
14
(Public Relations Journal, October 1958) .
He identified
seven problems which he felt the PRSA needed to address
before licensing could become a reality.
"First and paramount," he asked, "what does the public
interest demand?

Will the public be served better if

public relations men and women, through continuing efforts

7

of PRSA, become established and organized as licensed
professionals?"
Next, he emphasized the need for PRSA to be a strong
organization communicating the importance of public
relations professionalism in light of the public interest. 15
The organization would have to establish a plan of action,
objectives and advance public relations education to
provide the "body of advanced knowledge" expected of a
profession.
Third, the multitude of what he called "diverse
elements'' in the numerous types of jobs held by PRSA
members posed an obstacle to licensing.
Fourth, Sargent compared public relations to public
accounting.

"It may come as a surprise to some that public

accounting is not an exact or natural science, but a social
science," he pointed out .

He quoted Marquis Eaton, a past

president of the American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants, who said, "It [public accounting]

measures and

communicates information about economic activities which ,
because they involve human motivation and judgment, are in
themselves dynamic, unstable."
Sargent went on to say the status acquired in public
accounting is measured by minimum standards of performance ..
The burden of proof is on the practitioner who doesn't
comply with these standards.
Making the comparison, he said, "Any criteria of

8

standards for public relations would parallel that of the
accounting profession, which must first take into consideration the objectives of the service and then the responsibilities of the group, i.e., the responsibilities for
special knowledge, appropriate skills, moral and economic
independence. 1116

He added that there can be conflict in

setting common criteria for employed and independent
practitioners.
Fifth, he said licensing legislation would require
a more precise definition of public relations.
Also, he discussed the "Grandfather Clause"--which
allows those practitioners already in the occupation to be
exempt from examination and automatically licensed--saying
it "creates a profession . "

He pointed out that i t can

involve more than is theoretically evident .

''When a

regulatory law governing public accounting was passed in
1945 to regulate the profession for several thousand
certified public accountants in California," he said,
"we discovered to our amazement that 23,000 non-certified
people applied for licenses as public accountants under
the so-called 'Grandfather Clause,' in order to protect
their constitutional rights to 'continue to earn a living.'"
Sixth, he suggested voluntary action on the part of
PRSA to consider forming a "new" PRSA with amended bylaws
requiring membership available only to those who pass an
examination.

These members would then be eligible to pay

9

dues and would subscribe to a code of ethics and standards
set by the Society.

(PRSA presently has a voluntary

accreditation program where qualified members are designated
APR; also, standards and a code of ethics have been
developed and updated.)
Finally, Sargent suggested that a code of ethics
(see above) be developed and enforced. 17
Summarizing, Sargent commented that it's not so much
what public relations people think, but whether the consumer
believes "under true profe.ssional status" public relations
can provide better services.
In his article, "Public Relations is Ready for
Professionalism''

(Public Relations Quarterly, July 1959),

Paul Cain endorsed the idea of licensing public relations
consultants and challenged professional societies to lead
the way. 18

He said, "Every profession or trade that has

achieved the protection of state licensing has done so
through the efforts of its trade association or professional
society.

In virtually every case, the members of such

State Boards of Examiners are appointed from nominees
suggested by these organizations.

If licensing by state

boards in our profession must wait for someone else to
sponsor it, i t will never happen."
Cain said licensing shouldn't be postponed for
practitioners to become "polished professionals" or to
19
have a "thoroughly defined body of knowledge."
He said

10

these goals would be recognized following the "intent to
achieve professional level" and standards.

Improvements

and updates could be made subsequently, he proposed, but a
"beginning must be made."
Cain applied his proposal, initially, to public relations counselors only, not to company or other public
20
.
.
.
re 1 a t ions
prac t 'itioners.
Eventua 11 y, h e sai'd clients
would insist on doing business with licensed counselors,
and companies would want their public relations departments
staffed by licensed counselors.

In that sense, the whole

profession would feel the impact of licensing and even
those not required to do so might voluntarily seek that
objective to assure his or her place in the profession.
In his article, he disagreed with the Grandfather
Clause as suggested by Hal D . Stewart--that upon passage
of a licensing statute, practitioners with more than five
years professional experience would automatically be
licensed upon application without having to take an exami21
.
d uring
.
nation
t h e f.irst year.

Stewart o ff ere d t h.is

definition of the Grandfather Clause in the October 1957
issue of pr, "Are Examinations the Path to Professional
Status?"

He favored licensing, but felt i t was not right

for that time.
In place of Stewart's proposal, Cain suggested that
automatic licenses be given to counselors qualified for
membership in major public relations associations, rather

11

than merely anyone practicing for five years.
"The other requirements of such legislation would be
simple," he added.

"The use of the terms 'counselor' or

'advisor,' in connection with the independent practice of
public relations, would be restricted to licensees approved
by a State Board of Examiners.

The examination should be

developed by the professional societies and updated annually.
The members of the State Board should be appointed by the
Governor from a slate of nominees submitted by the professional societies."
In a survey of Public Relations Division members of
the Association for Education in Journalism (AEJ) by
Professor Frank Tennant of California State Polytechnic
University, members responding opposed governmental
licensing 2.5 to 1. 23 However, respondents opposed to
licensing said they believe, 4 to 1, that public relations
practices should be monitored to achieve greater professional ism.

Of the 161 questionnaires mailed, 63

(or 39 percent)

were returned.
In Tennant's survey almost half the opposition charged
24
infringement on First Amendment rights.
Other arguments
included: government control of and interference with business, licensing does not insure high standards and is
not necessary for professionalism, . practices are too diverse
and complex and public relations is a creative activity not
prone to licensing.

12

Of the 27 percent favoring governmental licensing, 82
percent said it should be done by state government. 25

The

primary reason for favoring licensing was "professionalism."
Others said that PRSA's accreditation program has had
limited success and believed licensing would be a more
effective alternative.
Respondents offered several recommendations on
approaches to licensing , such as certification for specialties, annual renewals, earning credentials as teachers do
through universities , and provisions for some public relat i ons type workers to gain experience prior to licensing.
A variety of alternatives to licensing were suggested
by respondents .

26

They included:

self-policing, more

active professional group, improvement of existing PRSA
accreditation program, focus on education (continuing
education, seminars , closer working between professionals
and teachers--keep in mind that these respondents were
for the most part teachers), honest publicity on public
relations including self criticism, a council similar to
press councils

(to oversee standards and ethics) and an

ombudsman.
If licensing was legislated for public relations,
27
Tennant asked respondents how it would be enforcea .
Most
responded that enforcement would be handled through legislation procedures like those of other licensed professionsp
including review boards.

One respondent suggested that

13

PRSA--nationally--agree on qualifications and standards
for licensing.

Legal aspects could be enforced by

the state and ethical by PRSA.
In 1978, pr reporter• ·s annual survey of public relations practitioners reported some two-thirds of respondents
preferred "open practice"

(25 percent) or "voluntary

accreditation by professional societies"

(39 percent) • 28

One-tenth favored licensing by government.
"Let ' s Forget Licensing , " said Lawrence W. Nolte in
the Summer 1980 issue of Publ·i ·c· Helations Quarte-rly. 29
Nolte's biggest objection was in regard to the First
Amendment rights of public relations practitioners being
violated through licensing .
The First Amendment to the Constitution of the United
States of America reads :

30

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion , or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of
the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble , and to petition the government for a redress
of gri-evances .
According to Nolte, "Licensing of public relations
practitioners would in effect say: This person may make a
speech , or write a news release , or send a letter to a
congressman, but that person may not do so because he does
not have a license . 1131
The "impracticality of licensing" discussed by Nolte
32
. .
.
regarded the non-specific
nature o f pu bl.ic re 1 ations.

14
From "advising top management" to "screening charity
requests," he says, there are a multitude of responsibilities in between and even these vary from position to
position.

"At what point does the public relations worker

move from the journeyman to the professional?" he asked.
Yet , he emphasized , "There can be little doubt about
what is done by an embalmer, a real estate broker or
veterinarian.

The untrained can't perform appendectomies,

give permanent waves , embalm corpses or treat sick dogs."
Nolte said l i censed occupations are more specific in nature
than public relations.
Nolte summed up the objection to the potential bureau.
.
cracy 1 icensing
cou ld create. 33

He wrote , "Should it be

done at state or federal level?

Or both?

Would Hill &

Knowlton have to be licensed in fifty states?
have to get a license for Nevada if
By letter?

I

Would

I

consulted a Nevadan?

By phone?

"With fifty states writing laws we could have fifty
different sets of rules."
General consensus seems to be that licensing would
most likely be by states as in other professions .
Simon said the question of

recip~ocity

and various state

laws would have to be addressed.
He summarized this and other arguments against
34
.
.
1 icensing:

If so ,

15

1.
Because of the difficulty in defining public
relations it would be difficult to fashion a
meaningful law.
2.
Licensing poses serious constitutional questions
relating to freedom of speech and press and would
probably be in violation of the First Amendment.
3.
Licensing does not automatically guarantee that
the public will view the activity licensed as a
profession, and one finds charlatans and incompetents
in fields that are now licensed.
4.
If, as is most likely, licensing would be by
states, then what about reciprocity and differing
state laws?
5.
Licensing will inevitably mean control by outside
agencies, and no one knows where that can lead.
6.
Malpractice can be controlled by such existing laws
as those relating to libel, fraud, dishonesty, misrepresentation and breach of contract.
Simon also summarized the arguments in favor of
35
licensing public relations practitioners:
1.
Licensing is a key and indispensable ingredient
of a profession.
2.
Licensing would safeguard the public and the
competent practitioners against the charlatans and
incompetents.
3. A grandfather clause would protect those now
practicing in the field.
4.
If those now in the field do not regulate themselves, then outside agencies--usually the government-will take on this task.
5.
Licensing will ensure that only qualified people
will be permitted to practice and will thereby raise
the entire level of the field and the view held of it
by the public.
6.
The PRSA is only able to control and police its own
membership whereas licensing would enable society to police all who claim to be public relations professionals.

16

Bernays has probably been the leading advocate of
licensing in public relations.

He bases his beliefs on the

development of the other professions.

He has suggested

that those who favor professionalism study the "voluminous
literature" covering the subject and "apply the experience
of other professions to gain status and recognition for
the field of public relations. 36
"They will find that to accomplish their goal demands
only the simple process of gaining licensing and registration by the state, as is the case with the other professions," he said.
Bernays explained that to license an occupation, a
state board of examiners from the profession is appointed;
character, education , training and experience requirements
are specified; and applicants who meet these qualifications
may practice. 37

He added, "If the code of conduct is not

adhered to by the practitioner, the state may exert
economic sanctions , withdrawing the practice privilege."
In conjunction with such legislation , a Grandfather
Clause would apply, he said. 38

Public relations people

already in practice would continue to call themselves by
the title they used up to that point .

New practitioners,

however, would need to pass examinations before the state
would permit them to practice.
"In the case of other professions, the meaning and use
of the appellation is defined by law, restricted to those

17
who have necessary qualifications validated by law," he
noted.

39

"Economic sanctions prohibit continued use of the

appellation if the individual who has been given the right
to use it, deviates in action from the definitions laid
down."
In "The Case for Licensing and Registration for Public
Relations"

(Public

Rel~tions

Quarterly, Fall 1979), Bernays

directed much of his energy to discredit specific arguments of the opposition , much as he did in 1953 with his
..
1 ar t 'ic 1 e on t h e sub'Ject: 40
or1g1na

1.

Freedom of expression: "Registered and licensed

lawyers don't hesitate to speak out without fear or favor."
2.

Exclusion of willing and able practitioners:

"Anyone who qualifies may practice .. "
3.

PRSA's voluntary accreditation program is accom-

plishing the same: "Accreditation by a voluntary association does not carry with i t economic sanctions.

Indeed,

a disbarred individual may continue to call himself a public
relations practitioner , for instance, and continue to
tice."

Bernays also pointed out that PRSA can ' t

prac~

protect

the public or professionals against practitioners who
choose not to adhere to prescr£bed standards and ethical
codes.
4.

Government intervention:

tuted to protect the people .

"Government was insti-

Government in the case of

licensing and registration protects the people from

18
unscrupulous practitioner.s and protects the profession too."
5.

Wait for education to catch up:

"Registration

and licensing of public relations practitioners should
hasten education's meeting the needs of the society.
is one way of speeding up education's lag . "

It

Bernays said

the education lag in public relations revolves around its
secondary position in journalism schools.

He recommended

separate public relations curriculum, based on the behavioral sciences and ethics--cornrnunications being second in
priority .
6.
"In 1923 ,

Public relations has yet to be precisely defined:
in Crystallizing Public ·Opinion , I defined the

profession.

The public relations practitioner advises on

the relationships between a unit and the public on which the
unit depends for viability . "

He continued ,

"Counsel on

public relations first evaluates adjustments or maladjustments between the principal's social goals and his publics.
He recommends necessary changes of attitudes and actions,
based on research .

He then aids principal in interpreting

the principal to the public concerned.

The task embraces

advise on adjustment , persuasion and information . "
In support of whom they refer to as "indefatigable
Bernays," Scott Cutlip and Allen Center, co-authors of
Effective Publ·ic ·Re·latio:n s·, · said, "Codes of behavior will
lack wholly effective means of enforcement until there is
legal certification of practitioners.

Controlled access is
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the sine qua non of a recognized profession.

We believe

that there must be controlled access, through licensing,
to the title of 'certified public relations counselor. 11141
Donald K. Wright, who has been tracking public
relations professionalism in his research, suggested,
in agreement with Bernays, Cutlip and Center, that "true
professional status might not exist for public relations
until there is some form of legal certification of

practitioners . ~ 42
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CHAPTER II
PUBLIC RELATIONS
De-fining· ·Publ·ic Re·lationsAs public relations has matured over the last 50
years, there have been repeated efforts to define its scope,
a task some believe must precede consideration of licensure.
No clear concensus has been reached , however, several
notable definitions have been designed by professional
societies and organizations ranging from local to international representation .
The problem of definition seems to stem from the wide
variety of responsibilities which fall under the public
relations umbrella; lack of standardized job titles which
attempt to avoid the negative image associated with
the term "public relations"

(corporate relations, university

relations, hospital relations, public information, public
affairs, communications , etc . ) and which don't consistently
reflect job responsibilities; and the concept that everyone , in essence, practices public relations in their work
and daily lives, regardless of occupation or position.
This generic application fogs the issue of definition and
no matter what definition public relations practitioners
agree upon, if the public is not made aware of the
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boundaries set, public relations will probably remain a
questionable occupation-profession to the general public.
Cutlip and Center suggested that: 1
In actuality, the vast majority of people arrive
at their impressions [of public relationSJ almost
by accident: An acquaintance is a public relations
practitioner and talks about the work; or a neighbor
is in the news media and expresses a liking or a
distaste for practitioners; or a person might be
employed where there is a public relations department
and be aware of its specific duties, such as
editing the house employee publication.
Impressions
may also come from seeing news events or people
in them described, favorably or unfavorably, as having
"public relations" motives.
So what is PR?
Dale Carnegie is reported to have said that "public
relations is winning friends and influencing people,
not for yourself, but for a particular company, organization , cause or individual.

It's an attempt to create a
2
favorable image - -but not to distort or manipulate."
Public relations groups have sought to go beyond

general dictionary-type definitions .
In August - 1978 at the First World Assembly of Public
Relations Associations in Mexico City , public relations
practitioners gathered from all over the Western world
(PRSA sent one) . 3

At this meeting, R. Simon reported,

participants agreed upon a definition of public relations
and called it the "Statement of Mexico":
Public relations practice is the art and social
science of analyzing trends , predicting their consequences, counseling organization leaders, and implementing planned programs of action which will serve
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both the organization's and the public interest.
Nolte called his definition the "Ecological Concept of
Public Relations": 4
Public relations is the management function which
adapts an organization to its social, political and
economic environment and which adapts that environment to the organization for the benefit of both.
A similar approach is taken by Phil Lesley, but he
referred to the "human climate" instead of "environment." 5
Bertrand R. Canfield favored the following definition: 6
Public relations is a social philosophy of
management expressed in policies and practices which
are communicated to the public to secure its understanding and good will.
He emphasized that public relations is often used to
compensate for mistakes in management dealing with the
public and points out that effective public relations
isn't based on emergency activities , but involves consistent , continuous, long-term efforts .

7

John Marston, author and communications professor,
applied what is known as the R-A-C-E formula, defining
public relations in four specific functions: research,
8
action, communication and evaluation.
Marston's approach is congruent with the definition
used by Public ..Relat·ions News , a weekly newsletter for
practitioners which was developed and has been edited
by Denny Griswold for over 36 years:

9

Public relations is the management function which
evaluates public attitudes , identifies the policies
and procedures of an individual or an organization
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with the public interest and plans and executes a
program of action to earn public understanding and
acceptance.
Charles S. Steinberg considered the Public Relations
News definition one of the most comprehensive and, in addition, offered another alternative: 10
A more succinct way of submitting this description
is to affirm that public relations aims at the creation
or "engineering" of consent.
This means simply that
what those who practice PR seek is agreement, consent,
consensus--a favorable and positive climate of opinion
toward the individual, product, institution or idea
which is presented .
American historian Robert Heilbroner described public
.

re 1 ations as:

11

A brotherhood of some 100 , 000, whose common bond
is its profession and whose cormnon woe is that no
two of them can ever quite agree on what that
profession is.

Another effort to come up with a universal definition
was made in 1975 by the Foundation for Public Relations
12
.
Researc h an d E d ucation .
Participants--65 public relations
leaders--analyzed 472 different definitions and decided
upon the following , drafted by Dr . Rex F. Harlow, social
.
.
. .
13
scientist,
aut h or an d practitioner:

Public relations is a distinctive management
function which helps establish and maintain mutual
lines of communications, understanding , acceptance,
and cooperation between an organization and its
publics; involves the management of problems or
issues; helps management to keep informed on and
responsive to public opinion; defines and emphasizes
the responsibility of management to serve the public
interest; helps management keep abreast of and
effectively utilize change , serving as an early
warning system to help anticipate trends; and uses
research and sound and ethical communication techniques
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as its principal tools.
"Management" is used in many of the definitions,
however, PRSA did not include it. 14

PRSA defined public

relations as "the function that maintains an organization's
relationship with society in a way that most effectively
achieves the organization's goals."
David L . Martinson's study of some 80 of his beginning journalism students examined the question of what
these students think a public relations career entails-by asking them to define "public relations" in 25 to 50
words. 15
Responses were categorized into three areas: a third
used the word

11

business 11 central to their definitions; a

third drew a relationship between salesmanship--not
restricted to the business field--and public relations; and
a third related their definitions to the communication
process.

Martinson summarized the study noting that no

major conclusions could be made because of sample size, but
that there is a likelihood that among the increasing
number of students planning to major in public relations,
many do not know where they are headed.
With so many varied definitions, it is likely
misconceptions about public relations will linger .

Fraser

P. Seitel wrote, "That no one can agree about a definition
.
.
.
.
.
shows that public
relations
is
an evo 1 ving
pro f ession
. ,.16
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Status and T-r·e nds in Publi·c Relations
In order to count the number of people employed in
public relations, it would help if there was some consensus
on what jobs are considered public relations jobs.

Data

appear conflicting.
According to a January 1975 issue of Public Relations
News, "the number of persons employed in public relations
has risen from less than 1,000 only 30 years ago to 200,000
people today engaged in public relations full-time. 1117
The Occupational Outlook Handbook, · 19·80·- 81 Edition
(published by the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of
Labor Statistics) reported there were about 131,000 public
18
relations workers in 1975.
Sei tel, in his book 'T he p:r :a:ctic:e ; ·of: Fubl:i :c- ;:Rel;a·tions· ·
(1980) cited these statistics: 19
More than 100,000 practitioners work in public
relations in the United States alone.
More than 2,000 U.S . companies have public relations departments.
More than 700 public relations agencies exist
in the U. S.
More than 200 trade associations have pr departments.
Salaries are rising despite the economy.

In a survey

of PRSA membership conducted by James A. Morrissey and
reported in the PubTic Relations· Jou·r n·a1 (December 19 7 8) ,
20
analysis was made of salaries of the 4,500 respondents.
Median salaries for various organization types were:

29
associations ($26,000), corporations ($30,000), counselors
($35,000), educational institutions ($20,000), financial
institutions ($24,000), government ($23,000), health
($20,000), investor relations ($30,000), utilities ($26,000)
and overall ($26,000).
The International Association of Business Communicators
(IABC), in its special report "Profile/81," indicated,
"Salaries for communicators have increased 21.5 percent
over 1979, from $20,476 to $24,876.

Men's salaries went

up 23.11 percent, from $24,367 to $30,000; women's
increased 22.39 percent from $17,076 to $20,900.

The

US consumer price index for the same two-year period
increased 27.4 percent." 21
U.S. Department of Labor Statistics reported that in
1978, some 90 colleges and more than 30 graduate schools
offered degree programs or special curriculums in public
relations.

About 200 colleges offered at least one course

in the field.

22

In their article "Accrediting Public Relations Education"

(Public Relations· Review, · Spring 1980) , Frank B.
23
Kalupa and J. Carroll Bateman noted:
While the number of nationally accredited programs
has increased significantly in the 22 years since
the first public relations sequence was accredited
(particularly in the past 11 years since the Public
Relations Society of America became a member of the
official accrediting organization, the American
Council on Education for Journalism) , today there are
still only 18 accredited public relations programs in
the United States.
This represents only about 5
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percent of the several hundred colleges and universities currently offering degrees, sequences or elective courses in public relations.
There is concern, they said, that the accrediting
process for public relations education cannot be properly
evaluated by an organization composed primarily of
journalists.
The trend in public relations education, according
to a 1981 survey by Albert Walker, is away from journalism
in PR sequences and courses, and toward expanding PR
programs tying them in more closely with business, manage. .
.
1 urn. 24
rnent an d a d vertising
curricu

Is it the public interest or status--or both--that is
behind the advocacy of licensing the public relations
occupation?

Evidently, both .

Some want licensing to raise the status and recognition of public relations as a profession .

Others, aware

of the already rising status of public relations even
without licensing, simply want the "profession" label to
be stamped and approved by legislators.

Opponents argue

it may have worked for lawyers and accountants, but
beauticians and morticians still rank low on the occupational prestige scale.
The status of public relations is improving, despite
some lingering negative images held over from the early
publicity stunt days.

The rise is attributed to worldwide

events, an information explosion and recognition by
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business leaders that public relations--by whatever name-will help them in dealing with issues confronting their
business, corporation or institution by their increasingly
politicized and demanding external publics.
The shift is dramatic.

Some public relations practi-

tioners are moving into top management positions, with
salaries commensurate.

Professionalism is demanded and,

if these practitioners fill the bill, status may take a
big jump in the 80s.

Techniques, often listed to answer

the question "What do PR people do?," won't be enough.
Issue management, decision-making ability, futuristic
thinking, change management and familiarity with advanced
communication technology are becoming requirements of the
new "professional" PR people of top management.
Some practitioners will have some challenging studying
to do in order to meet management ' s expectations for
accountability , measurement and predictability.
Harold Burson , chairman of Burson-Marsteller ,
attributed the change in the role of public relations to
affluence, technology and transnational development of large
.
25
corporations .

At the 33rd National Conference of the Public Relations
Society of America, the "new public relations" was discussed.
Speaker John Naisbi tt, editor of· The ·T -rend Report, said
the shift in emphasis relates to the restructuring of
America--"national to global economy , North to South,
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industrial to informational, a return to human, personalized
approaches brought about by high technology. 1126
Naisbitt pointed out that some 58 percent of the
workforce is now in informational occupations.
With these trends taking hold, the focus of the
most recent and 34th National Conference of PRSA (November
1981) was change in America--social, economic and
27
. .
1 --an d h ow to manage it.
.
po 1 itica

Griswold said, "If you study the history of American
business, you'll see that the leadership always responds
to the needs of the time.

28

"There was a time when production was king.

When

marketing grew in importance, the salesman took over.
During the antitrust era, the financial man and lawyer
were on top.n
He continued, "Today, public relations is achieving a
status in the corporate world comparable to production,
marketing, finance and law."
A major concern of business today is its declining

ere d i'b'l'
i
ity. 29

w.

Howard Chase, APR, a corporate public

relations veteran and president of Howard Chase Enterprises,
Inc.

(Old Greenwich, Connecticutt)

said that since 1950,

private business credibility among the public has
declined 80 percent according to opinion polls, even
though corporate spending for public relations rose
from $300 million to $3 billion.

33
Chase pointed out that public relations is beginning
to take a new approach to these external challenges--one
he calls issue management--directed toward creating
effective participation in the public policy-making
process.

This movement assumes professionals are goals-

minded and participate in public policy decision-making,
a much broader role than the often exhilarated tools of
technique in public relations .

30

He e x plained , "The mastery of techniques is never
more than the entry level to the mastery of a profession.
How to write a release , publish pamphlets and annual
reports, organize and handle meetings , speak creditably
from a platform, manage a department of other technicians,
write a communications program or even the bosses'
legislative testimony--these and many other arts are only
basic requirements for membership in the profession of
public policy .

11

In his lecture to the 17th Foundation Annual
Conference, George Hammond , chairman of Carl Byoir &
Associates, Inc . , said "the hour is striking" for public
31
.
' '
re 1 ations
peop 1 e to meet t h ese rising
nee d s.

H arnmon d

desc:r:ibed issue management as an "organized, methodical
attack on specific targets . "

He said the "quick fix"

must be resisted and services must be provided in "the
best interests of the majority."

Public relations

practitioners , he contended, need to understand how
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their goals are related to social movements.
Lloyd N. Newman, executive vice president of Manning,
Selvage & Lee, Inc.

(New York), predicted the advisor will

become decision-maker during this decade. 32

He recommended

that practitioners become knowledgeable of problems
confronting American business and be ready with a workable
strategy.
Along the same lines, Jay S. Mendall, university
professor and consultant, demanded that public relations
professionals must use forward thinking--become "futurists"
through "strategic innovation," actively seeking out new
t 'ions. 33
.
d irec

These roles involve much more responsibility and
power than public relations has traditionally held.

Alvin

W. Outcalt, APR, said public relations has the potential to
educate the public about the world's biggest problems
and, in effect, help solve them.

34

Should this power be regulated?

As part of top

management, will the power of public relations be used in
the private or public interest?
Although there are still some who misunderstand public
relations, Bernay's article, "Leaders Appraise Social
Significance of Public Relations"

('Public Re·lations

Quarterly, . Fall 197 9) , demonstrated--through comments of
27 executives from major American corporations--that many
35
leaders understand public relations.
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Bernays contended the executives recognize the value
of public relations "as a broad basic policy function, on
which the well being of their institution depends, in an
increasingly complex and changing society in which people
power is the dominant element in survival . "
The Freedom of Information Act and sunshine laws have
contributed to a change in attitude of many companies in
regard to the public's right to know what is happening,
and communication specialists can serve the company and
public interests , said Phil Fried , director of Eastern
36
public relations for Monsanto Chemical Co .
With more emphasis being given to external affairs,
Phil Lesly referred to the top professional manager as
37
11
a specialist in tangibles and measurability."
Lesly said the challenge of public relations is to
help clients predict and deal with the human climate and
environment (intangible and imrneasurability of attitudes),
and simultaneously relate to the framework and nature of
management (accountability, measurability and predicta b i.1.ity ) . 38
The demand for improved public relations research,
measurement and evaluation, particularly in corporations,
is coming from the executive board rooms .

Leading the way

in the mid-1970s, AT&T began to expand beyond attitudinal
.
39
studies into more scientific measurement an d eva 1 uation.
As a regulated industry, it was faced with explaining such

36

actions as the need for occasional rate increases to
state agencies and justifying what appeared to some to
be high public relations budgets.

How effective public

relations efforts were--quantitatively--provided them
with better arguments for their cases.
The nation's largest PR agency, Hill & Knowlton, has
in recent years become more involved in scientific
measurement and evaluation, as have many of the major
. re 1 ations
.
f.irms. 40
pu bl ic
Professional societies are

encour~ging

this trend

(society annual awards tend to go to those campaigns
which have included assessment of the success of their
.
primary
o b.Jec t.ives ) . 41

In fact, James W. Swinehart,

director of the Public Communication· Center (Pelham Manor,
New York), said, "Appropriate evaluations can demonstrate
the value of pr efforts in a way that undermines skepticism
and builds credibility."
New technology--computerization, among others--is
making measurement and evaluation an easier task, in addition to assisting public relations efforts in other ways.
Word processing--which links the typewriter to the computer-electronic mail and distribution, electronic art and
electronic information retrieval are just a few ways the
high technological era will benefit the public relations
profession.
Leo J. Northart, editor of· ·publ·ic- -Re·l :ati<0·n s ·J ·ournal,

37
noted the prediction that "by 1995, over 11 billion
messages will be sent via electronic mail, up from an
estimated 1.8 billion in 1982 .

And the cost, which

averaged $1 a letter in 1980, has been cut to 50 cents
a letter" already. 42
Other trends reported by B. G.

Y~vovich ,

free lance

writer and frequent contributor to Advertising- Age,
included: a strong public relations agency business,
despite economic woes , with the larger

PR

agencies being

looked at for possible acquisition by advertising agencies;
corporations and other organizations have continued to
expand in-house

PR

staffs, as well as include

PR

as part

of top management , particularly in Fortune 500 corporations . 43
Burson said the reason for growth of in-house

PR

staffs relates to "top management awareness, pressure
groups and media interest . 1144
Yovovich said that the growth in public relations has
stemmed in part from the rising cost of advertising
(as advertising costs go higher, companies turn to

PR

to

supplement marketing); more sophistication with emphasis
on research, etc.; and abundance of media outlets looking
for editorial material (he noted that the number of
reporters has been reduced in most newspapers) ; and
governmental pressures on business have increased demands
for legal and accounting services and public relations
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practitioners to corrununicate company stances. 45
Catalyst (Public Relations Career Opportunities
Series C20) reported that PR workers account for approximately half the editorial content of major daily newspapers.

"When a ribbon is cut for a new construction

project, or an executive receives a promotion , or an
art museum acquires a masterpiece, public relations is
there--writing a story , supervising photographs and giving
the word to the media,rr the writers contend . 46
Although recognition by the media of the serious
purpose of public relations has been relatively recent,
the contributions date back to the early 1900s with the
beginning of the careers of Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays,
the first recognized full-time public relations practitioners. 47

Since that time , the practitioners and

professional societies have put out great efforts to
educate media and the public about public relations .
Nevertheless, some continue to refer to practitioners
in a derogatory manner.

An example appeared in the

"Labor Letter" on page 1 of the March 16, 1982 Wall
Street Journai. 48

Pointing out this prejudicial article,

Northart quoted the lead , "Demand for flacks eases at
some pinched firms, but salaries stay high . "
Northart commented , "The use of the term 'flacks' is
unconscionable and unworthy of a premier business paper.
Moreover , it is inflammatory and overtly calculated to

39

give public relations a negative image."
He recommended that these type statements be
responded to by all practitioners seeing them.
In a similar note, Chuck Werle , APR, and vice
president and director - creative services, First National
Bank of Chicago, contended that the "silent majority" of
public relations people need to respond in a "positive
way to unjustified criticism" or PR will be assumed
"guilty as charged . 1149
In 1975, PRSA formed a Task Force on Public Relations
to develop a plan of action to improve the image of public
5
relations.
From this . group , the present Public Relations

°

for Public Relations Committee was formed .

Success has not

but the committee "seems to perform a necessary function as
focal point for splintered energies . "
When public relations is handled poorly, such as
the conflicting official statements during the Three Mile
Island nuclear reactor incident , negative press coverage
can be expected. 51

Public relations people representing

the utility company were accused of trying to minimize
the seriousness of the accident and of providing misleading
and inaccurate information to the media and public.
Herbert E. Markley, president of Timken Co ., remarked,
"There will ..• always be a need--in the '80s, in the '90s,
in the 21st Century--for the kind of professionalism,

40

clear thinking, and advance

planni~g

associated with

effective public relations planning. 1152
There have been several studies relating to the
status of staff and agency PR personnel as perceived by
practitioners, executives and clients.
A national newsletter, pr reporter,. in its 13th Annual
Survey of the Profession, asked how practitioners viewed
their status. 53 Reported in the September 12, 1977 issue,
respondents indicated they felt their status was "rising
or higher than ever."

Status problems, however, were

reported in trade, association, government, education and
transportation areas, with the greatest drop in government
PR status.
In a late 1979 survey of public relations executives
in Fortune 500 companies, 80 percent of the 157 respondents
said their major concern is "winning management respect
for the profession. 1154

Nearly 88 percent said PR is

receiving more recognition, but falls short of that given
to areas such as financial management, legal, long-range
planning, research and development.
In 1979, the International Association of Business
Communicators (IABC)

surveyed their members and nearly

73 percent reported that they held more responsibility
.
t
than they had over the previous
wo years . 55

In a Wall Street Journai/Gallup telephone survey
(October 1980), less than one in six executives of big

41
firms

(282 respondents)

indicated that they were satisfied

with the performance of their public relations special.
56
ists.

.
Results also re f lected
executive ratings of

some other professions .

A sample of these results

(noting

percentage of responses for each rating for individual
professions) includes: accountants were rated very good (45),
fairly good (47), poor (6) and no opinion (2); lawyers
were rated very good (39) , fairly good (43), poor (14) and
no opinion (4); and PR specialists were rated very good (15),
fairly good (45) , poor (27) and no opinion (13) .
Some 45 percent of respondents from large and medium
sized companies indicated "fairly good" efforts of their
PR people .

Of small company executives, 36 percent

responded "fairly good" PR performance .
Glen M. Broom and George D. Smith , authors of a study
entitled "Testing the Practitioner's Impact on Clients,"
concluded that the role behaviors of PR practitioners
affect client perception of practitioners and their
performance. 57
facilitator

Clients rated the problem-solving process

(role of applying a systematic problem-solving

process) role of a consultant the highest.

This role was

followed, in client preferential order, by the expert
prescriber (the "best informed person in the organization , "
according to Cutlip and Center) , the technical services
provider (provides specialized services the client considers
necessary), the communication process facilitator
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(information mediator) and, finally, the acceptant
legitimizer ("sympathetic listening and empathetic
support," according to Blake and Mouton)

roles.

The Standard International Occupational Prestige
Scale lists prestige scores for occupations.

Some

prestige scores in the communication field are: PR
man (57), advertising writer (47), radio-tv announcer (50),
journalist (55) and newspaper editor (65) . 58
Scores listed for some other fields include: professional accountant (68), lawyer (71), veterinarian (61),
physician (78), professional nurse (54), beautician (35),
architect (72), university professor (78), high school
teacher (57), primary school teacher (57), Chief of State
(90) , provincial governor (82), ambassador (87), astronaut
(80), medical researcher (79), scientist (78), high church
official

(83), member board of directors

(75), head of

large firm (70), banker (67), librarian (54), secretary
(53)

and keypunch operator (45) .
An overview of literature does indicate a rising

status for public relations, but it appears practitioners
view the rise more optimistically than do executives.

The

executives are giving practitioners more responsibility and
an opportunity to prove what they can do.

However, before

any major improvements in future status develop in the view
of executives, public relations practitioners will be
expected to produce measurable results from these new

43

responsibilities.
Licensing could be a "quick fix" for the public
relations image problem, but supposedly that is not the
way of the "new public relations."

Instead of a quick

fix, the image problems could be dealt with through
issue management.

If public relations practitioners fill

the bill for the business community using sound judgment,
futuristic thinking, a professional approach to decisionmaking and participate in public policy formation, they
may simultaneously manage the issue of improving public
relations status.

Dennis L. Wilcox, Ph.D., APR, co-chairman of PRSA's
1978 Task Force on Continuing Education and Professional
Development, contended a true professional must be "willing
to have a sense of responsibility and ethics that is
higher than mere loyalty to the employer or client of the
moment."
Nayman, McKee and Lattimore (1977) found in a survey
of Colorado daily journalists and public relations practitioners, on 21 items of professional orientation measurement, that PR practitioners rate both professional and
non-professional items slightly more important than do
.
l 'ists. 60
JOurna

Sawyer (1970) interviewed

leadi~g

practitioners and
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administrative personnel of PRSA and concluded with a
prediction that public relations will achieve full
professional status in the future . 61
Light (1974)

surveyed accredited members of the

Chicago Chapter of PRSA's accreditation program. 62
Results indicated that there doesn't appear to be a
relationship between achievement of accreditation and
increase in new clients , higher pay or promotion in rank.
Hallahan (1974)

surveyed 161 PRSA members and 65

non-members practicing PR and found no significant difference between member and non-member groups concerning professional values and norms or conformity to professional
63
norms.
Significant differences were found, however, in
judgments that PRSA members are more evaluative in their
judgments, more critical of their performance and consider
PR considerably less professional than do non-members.
~n

Sociology of Occupatio:n s· and ·p rof·e ·s :sions, Ronald

M. Pavalko discussed eight characteristics of work crucial
.
d.i ff erentiating
.
.
.
f ram pro f essions
'
in
occupations
. 64

Th ey

are: theory of intellectual technique, relevance to basic
social values, the training period, motivation, autonomy,
sense of commitment, sense of community and a code of
ethics .

(Britain), a continua is diagrammed for "the professional
ideal type . 1165

The continua flows as follows: "broad,
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theoretical knowledge use in ... non-routine situations to
reach ... unprograrcuned decisions according to .•. ends
(derived from knowledge) decided for society (or institution within it) and supported by ... occupational group
because work and occupation are .•. central life interest
and are also the basis for .. . individual achievement which
involves meeting initial entry qualifications through ...
extensive education, showing skill and meeting other
latent status requirements involved in the ... total role
(that is expectations extend beyond expertise and work
situation) . "
Five attributes of a profession , identified by
Ernest Greenwood in his paper "Attributes of a Profession"
(Social Work, July 1957) and reported by Vollmer and Mills,
.
1 u d e: 66
inc
(l) a basis of systematic theory, (2) authority
recognized by the clientele of the professional
group, (3) broader community sanction and approval
of this authority, (4) a code of ethics regulating
relations of professional persons with clients and
with colleagues, and (5) a professional culture
sustained by formal professional associations.
Vollmer and Mills , after studying sociological writings
on occupations, suggest that professions possess: systematic theory, authority, community sanction , ethical codes
and a culture.
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Rather than identifying a cluster of attributes
dividing occupations--a somewhat rigid approach-- into
professional and nonprofessional, Wilbert Moore , in his
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book The ·P .ro:f =e ·s;s ·i ·o n;:; ;Rol:es; ;a;n d . Ru;l :e ·s ·, · suggested profes.
l'ism b e regar d e d as a sea 1 e: 68 occupation,
.
siona
ca 11'ing,
organization, education, service orientation and autonomy.
He said these characteristics are not of equal value and
represent points or clusters on the scale.
Ami tai Etzioni, editor of The S:emi·-Profess·ions and
Their Organization, recommended a middle-status label-the "semi-professions"--for those occupations which don't
fit in the white- or blue-collar category and which
aren't and probably won ' t

be full-fledged professions. 69

Etzioni's book includes a paper entitled "The
Theoretical Limits of Professionalization" by William J.
Goode

(Department of Sociology, Columbia University).

Goode identified two central core characteristics of the
.

pro f essions:
(2)

70

(l)

a basic body of abstract knowledge, and

the ideal of service.

He points out that both contain

many dimensions and each subdimension is a continuum.
Goode divided occupations into three groups--those who
are professions, those who will become professions, and
those who won't. 71

He predicted public relations won't.

He said, "Many articles and speeches have argued that
business management, public relations, and advertising are,
or should be, professions, but none of these will achieve
such a status."
His contention was that there are definite limitations
on the extent to which some occupations can be profession-
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alized.

In the case of management, he pointed out, even

though a core of knowledge can be developed for them,
the job can be done by some individuals intuitively.
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In The Rise of P.rofes·s·ionalism: A Sociological Anaylsis,
Magali

s.

Larson said that although the lists of attributes

of the ideal type profession vary, there is agreement in re.
73
.
gar d to its
genera 1 d'imensions:

The cognitive dimension is centered on the body
of knowledge and techniques which the professionals
apply in their work, and on the training necessary
to master such knowledge and skills; the normative
dimension covers the service orientation of professionals, and their distinctive ethics, which justify
the privilege of self-regulation granted them by
society; the evaluative dimension implicitly
compares professions to other occupations, underscoring the professions' singular characteristics
of autonomy and prestige.
Although some enter the professions to contribute
to serving the people through healing, justice of teaching,
Gross and Osterman pointed out that the socialization of
the professions leads some professionals to overemphasize
74
the values of status and financial reward.
To protect
these less honorable values from outside criticism, Gross
and Osterman said, " ... the professions have developed a
mystique which defines their work as extremely complex,
requiring extended education, great intelligence and skill,
and highly sophisticated judgment."

The implication, they

added, is that only others in the profession are qualified
to judge each other.
Ullman and Melman contend that the economics, politics,
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sociology and psychology of a profession can restrict
professional performance and standards . 75
They are looking to the "new professionals" to take
.
1.ism. 76
. . d , more h uman approac h to pro f essiona
a 1 ess rigi

Donald K. Wright, Ph.D., APR, has been actively
tracking and reporting on public relations professionalism,
most recently, with respect to the public relations counse79
. 1 responsi'b'l't
l or, 77 socia
i i y ?S an d accre d't
i a t'ion.

In

his analysis for "Accreditation's Effects on Professionalism," he designated 26 items as professionalism variables
(20 were positive traits and 6 were negative).

He noted,

"These items were part of four scales based, in part, on
an aspect of Grunig's analysis of communication theory
in public relations organization.
procedures performed."

A fifth scale analyzed

The scales were titled: reference

group, participation (professional activities), continuing
education, job values and analysis of job responsibilities.
In 30 of 42 cases, APRs showed greater professional
orientation than non-APRs.
He concluded that these results do not advance the
idea that PR is a profession, indicating even APRs
demonstrated some non-professional orientation.

He added

that with the voluntary accreditation program being the
only form of certification, PR will not gain professional
status.

He said, "True professional status might not

exist for public relations until there is some form of
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legal certi.fication of practi ti.oners."
The controversy as to whether or not PR is a
profession will no doubt continue, but Newsom summed up
the major strides of public relations in the professional
80
.
.
d irection •

Public relations now has:

. .. a body of knowledge and current index for it;
a specified curriculum for study, prepared under
the auspices of professional and academic societies;
a code of ethics, and a process of reporting
violations, reviewing and censuring; plus, a professional organization and a system of accreditation
by examination.
Seifert and Bernays have said "yes , " public relations
is a profession .
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Moore and Canfield have recognized PR

is moving in a professional direction .

Cutlip has said

"no ," it's an occupational group (although he and Center
acknowledged increased professionalism) .

Steinberg said

public relations has no professional status .
Depending on how strictly profession is defined, the
opinions vary.

Even if public relations is not a "profes-

sion" in the strictest sense, many practitioners are
striving for professionalism in what J . R. Nowling, APR,
calls uThe Professional's Way. 1182

He said, a professional:

... makes a serious and continuing effort to keep
abreast on methodology .
... is keeping up to date on high-technology
communications (word processing, cable tv, satellite
transmission, etc . ) .
•. . continues education .
... participates in peer review.
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... is accredited or plans to be, seeking peer
review .
... is responsible, disciplined, accountable .
... abides by accepted professional code of
ethics and standards .
... relates work and business interests to the
larger world.
In his 62-year public relations career--at the grand
age of 90--Bernays wrote: 83
And today, 62 years later, public relations is
a profession, recognized and spread over the free
world. An International Public Relations Association
headed by Sam Black has some 660 members in over
sixty countries. The Public Relations Society of
America has over ten thousand members. There are
other public relations associations in varied fields.
The literature covers some 16,000 items.
There
are educational courses at institutions of higher
learning all over the free world.
The United States
lacks only licensing and registration to fulfill
a profession's full requirement .
PRSA, founded in 1948, evolved from less than 300
charter members of two predecessor organizations .

Head-

quartered in New York City, PRSA has an accreditation
program (APR) for members who have at least five years
experience in public relations and who pass an extensive
written and oral examination.

Nearly a third of the

. d . 84
mem b ers are accre d ite
PRSA has actively explored the subject of licensing,
enforces a code of professional ethics and standards,
offers continuing education, publishes Public Relations
Journal monthly and Public Relations Yearbook annually.
In recognition of outstanding public relations programs,
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PRSA offers the Silver Anvil Awards .
In 1968 PRSA formed the Public Relations Student
Society of America (PRSSA) to encourage the relationship
between students and practitioners and it now has about
3,000 student members at more than 80 colleges and
universities.
It is important to note that less than 10 percent
of more than 100 , 000 practitioners in the United States
85
are PRSA members .
Advocates of licensure argue that
PRSA is only able to police its own membership , and has
no power over ethics and standards of non-members.
Other professional societies are geographically or
specialty-oriented .

The International Association of

Business Communicators (IABC) had a membership of 8 , 500
in early 1981, primarily corporate and nonprofit communicators .
1974.

They have grown from a membership of 2,500 in

86
The Florida Public Relations Association (FPRA) ,

founded in 1938 , has more than 650 members (662 at the
time this study was implemented) .

In addition to monthly

meetings in local chapters, FPRA publishes a monthly
newsletter Proof, sponsors continuing education, holds an
annual conference, provides a job referral service ,
conducts the Golden Image Awards program, and offers a
professional accreditation and certification program to
its members .

52

There are four classes of membership in FPRA:
individual professional, institutional professional,
student and sustaining members.
The professional recognition program--including
Accredited Public Relations Professional (APRP) and
Certified Public Relations Consultant (CPRC)--was established in 1974.
To qualify for APRP, candidates must have a minimum
of five years public relations experience and must pass
a full day of written and oral examinations.

Candidates

must be of acceptable character, ability and reputation,
and pledge in writing to adhere to the Code of Ethics of
the Association.

A formal application, professional

self-audit and two letters of reference are required.
APRP is a permanent designation and can be revoked only
for a violation of the FPRA Code of Ethics.
CPRC is the second level of professional designation
in the FPRA.

Candidates must have five years experience

to take the examination, which follows a more individualized
program based on a series of professional case studies.
Unlike APRP, CPRC is not a permanent ranking.

Certificates

are maintained through a program of professional education
and involvement.
Both examinations are offered twice a year, in the
spring and fall, where chapters are located.
Recently, PRSA and FPRA considered a merger, but could
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not agree on terms.

There are more FPRA members than

PRSA members in Florida, one reason why this study was
directed to FPRA membership.
The FPRA Code of Ethics reads:
As a member of the Florida Public Relations
Association, I subscribe to the belief that inherent
in the practice of public relations is the obligation of a public trust which requires fulfillment of
these principles:
1. Accuracy, truthfulness and good taste in
material prepared for public dissemination.
2.
Standards of practice which safeguard the
confidential affairs of client and employer even
after termination of professional association; and
which, with full regard for our right to profit
and to advance our personal interests, nevertheless
preserve professional integrity as the primary concern
in our work.
3.
Co-operation with fellow professionals in
curbing malpractice .
4.
Support of efforts designed to further the
ethics and technical proficiency of the profession
and encourage the establishment of adequate training
and education for the practice of public relations.
5.
Objectives which are in full accord with
public service as well as our clients and employers.
We realize full well that interpretation of a
code of ethics becomes a matter of personal judgement
in many instances, but we hold that a sincere effort
to implement the spirit of these principles will
assure professional conduct of credit to the profession
and honest service to clients, employers and the
general public.
(Adopted by the general membership--l959)
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CHAPTER III
LICENSING PUBLIC RELATIONS
Termino:logy
The terminology within government regulation has
been somewhat confusing to the layman due to various
uses of the terms licensing, accreditation, registration
and certification .

For example, registered nurses are

actually licensed nurses.

Certified public accountants

must be licensed to practice as CPAs in Florida.

Some

professional societies or other agencies offer accreditation , registration and certification to those who meet
certain qualifications, and so on.

The delineation

between these terms is necessary to understand licensing
and its alternatives .
The Council of State Governments--a joint agency of
all state governments--published a booklet called

by Benjamin Shimberg and Doug Roederer, which offered
1
explanation of the differences between licensing,
registration2 and certification: 3
Licensing is a process by which an agency of
government grants permission to an individual to
engage in a given occupation upon findi~g that
applicant has attained the minimal degree of
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competency required to ensure that the public health,
safety, and welfare will be reasonably well protected.
Registration is an appropriate form of regulation
when threat to life, health, safety, and economic
well-being is relatively small and when other forms
of legal redress are available to the public.
In
its simplest form, registration requires that an
individual file his or her name and address with a
designated agency.
There is usually no preentry
screening by a regulatory board.
Registration in
this form does little more than provide a roster
of practitioners.
However, it is also possible to
have a registration requirement in combination with
minimum practice standards set by the agency.
Thus,
while registration would not be exclusionary, i t
would subject registrants to minimum standards
and thereby provide some protection to the public.
Certification is a form of regulation which grants
recognition to individuals who have met predetermined qualifications set by a state agency.
Only
those who meet the qualifications may legally use
the designated title.
However, noncertified individuals may offer similar services to the public as
long as they do not describe themselves as being
"certified." Certification is especially appropriate
when the public needs assistance in identifying
competent practitioners, but where the risks to
health and safety are not severe enough to warrant
licensure.
Accreditation is similar to certification and is
offered by professional societies in some fields.

FPRA Is

certification is not government regulated, but is a level
of accreditation within the society.
Other efforts to explain licensing and related
terminology have been made.
Shimberg, Esser and Kruger said that licensing implies
a right conferred by an agency of government and that
certification and registration usually do not represent
.
4
government sanction.
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Certification falls into two procedural categories,
in their view.

One is when a professional association

certifies that an individual has met pre-determined
qualifications

(graduation from an accredited academic

program, passed a qualifying examination and/or achieved
a certain amount of experience in the occupation field) .
The second method of certification is through creating an
independent agency by a professional society (an agency,
such as the Board of Registry of Medical Technologists).
A clarification also needs to be made between
"self-regulation" and "self-policing . "
Self-policing involves practitioners within a field
policing fellow practitioners to maintain acceptable
standards and ethics by confronting and bringing to light
incompetents.

In professional societies, those who do

not abide by professional codes of ethics and standards
can be warned , suspended or ousted from membership.
To explain the meaning of self-regulatory status ,
Carolyn J. Tuohy and Alan D . Wolfson first reviewed the
meaning of professionalism .
.
.
as a d imension
of

They identified self-regulation

.
1.ism:
pro f essiona

5

We contend that professionalism is best defined
in terms of the relationship between the providers
and consumers of a service.
Professionalism does
not refer, strictly speaking, to high levels of
competence and altruism themselves.
Rather i t is
a relationship established to ensure that specialized
competence is brought to bear in making certain
decisions and to ensure that the clients interests are
fully protected in the making of those decisions.
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The uniqueness of professional agency relationships lies in the fact that they exist at two .levels:
between the individual professional and his client,
and between the professional group and the state.
It
is this latter relationship that forms the basis of
self-regulation.
The professional group, in effect,
acts as the agent of the state in regulating its
own members.
The state delegates decision-making
authority to the professional group, on condition
that this authority be exercised in the public
interest.
The professional group is charged with
acting as the state would act, given the relevant
information and expertise.
Economic Considerations
Economic analysis can of fer some insight to the
consequences of occupational licensing and self-regulation.
Overall, articles in the economic area carry a negative view
of licensing, but most acknowledge that when the costs
are weighed, licensing is necessary for some professions.
R. E. Olley, a consumer economist, discussed the
"market regulation model" and the "monopolistic selfregulation model."
Ideally, the advantages of the market model--where
the free market regulates the availability and prices of
.
1 services--are:
.
6
pro f essiona

inflated excessively,

(1) prices would not be

(2) a wide variety of service quality

would be available to consumers, and (3)

innovation,

technological growth and other improvements would have
the room to prosper uninhibited in keeping with the public
needs.
Olley noted that problems with this model involve
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adjustment of supply to demand, information (the consumer
needs the knowledge of the variety of services available
and needs the ability to evaluate the differences) , and
the assumption that price is separate from product.

He

pointed out that price is not entirely removed from the
product.

For example, professional services can be

"diluted" to meet a lower price, especially since
professions typically have some "invisible" content.
The monopolistic self-regulation model has its
advantages, assu~ing the power is not misused. 7

Olley

contended that it can limit the quality variation range to
one that the consumer can manage; acceptable quality
will rise as research and training develop; and it eliminates "disorderly market conditions from the mismatching
of the supply of professionals with demand."
The working of this model assumes it won't be used by
professional societies as an economical device to demand
more income.

However, he conceded, "The likelihood is

high of characteristic monopoly behavior, namely taking
too much income and showing limited interest in improving
service quality or in adopting new techniques or knowledge .. "
He added that monopolies tend to be slow in internal
adaption to new social conditions requiring change.
Both models have their advantages and weaknesses.
Olley concluded professional societies are inevitably
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going to have to protect consumers in some fields, but
feels a balance of power should exist between consumers,
the professional societies and government. 8
The possibility of matching the benefits of monopoly
self-regulation to the primary advantage of the market-suppliers providing what consumers want--is under
experimentation in Quebec .
Self-regulation has been undergoing serious scrutiny,
Ira Horowitz said , "on the one hand, because of the gnawing
suspicion that self-regulation generally manifests itself
in anticompetitive restrictions which violate the present
antitrust laws, while, on the other hand , i t is difficult
to reject without further ado suggestions that selfregulatory restraints are 'reasonable' and 'in the public
interest. '"

9

Horowitz identified three reasons government regulates
an economic sector: 10

(1) market structure imperfections,

such as a field holding the elements of a natural monopoly,
(2) elimination or control over externalities through
regulation, and (3)

imperfect information markets, parti-

cula,rly in situations where professional services can't
be appropriately evaluated by consumers.
The goal of regulation , Horowitz said, is "the provision of homogeneous services coupled with the assurance
of some minimum acceptable level of professional competence. 1111
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"Indeed, in principle, this is the goal of all professional self-regulation," he contended.

"In practice, how-

ever, only the illusion of homogeneity is effected, and
rules established by the self-regulatory bodies may be in
large measure self-serving in so far as they perpetuate
this illusion while simultaneously creating additional
market imperfections and externalities, and inhibiting
the diminution of uncertainty and imperfection of inforrnation to the financial benefit of the self-regulated . "
Practitioners tend to view their licensing as being
in the public interest .

Economists, in general, purport

it to be designed to give monopoly powers to the members
of the occupation seeking licensing.
A survey of regu l ated occupations and their entry
requirements found that "the least restrictive types of
regulation were imposed for the public welfare, while
the most restrictive types appear to have been established
to benefit practitioners of the regulated occupations and
businesses," reported Thomas G. Moore in his article
'' T h e Purpose o f

.

.

Licensing.

,,12

Moore pointed out that the initiation of licensing
in a field raises the costs of entry {license fees,
expenses , tuition , books , etc.) and the practitioners
.
already in the field
stand to bene f 'it most . 13

Moore contended that legislatures license occupations
.
.
.
"14
because "the public is
bel1eved
to b e over 1 y sanguine.
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Another consideration of state licensing of occupat

.

.

.

.

ions is reciprocity.

lS

In the early

I

50s, Arlene

s.

Holen conducted a study on "The Effects of Professional
Licensing Arrangements on Interstate Labor Mobility and
Resource Allocation."

Results supported the hypothesis

that "professional licensing arrangements and practices
in dentistry and law restrict interstate mobility among
dentists and lawyers and distort the allocation of
professional personnel in these fields."
The study was done some time ago , but licensing
restrictions still somewhat affect mobility of professionals in that they are licensed by state.

In some

professions, however , such as for CPAs, states agree on
reciprocity and e x aminations are more standardized nationwide .
Gross and Osterman, in their book The New Professionals,
stated that in most professions credentials and regulations
are primarily geared toward maintaining a monopoly on
practicing skills. 16

They said, "It serves an economic

purpose--when the supply of needed skills is kept
artificially short, the return is higher--and it permits
th~

professionals to remain comfortable as the all-knowing

experts by virtue of a rare or difficult-to-obtain
credential."
Even though it may help control incompetence, they
said it "essentially maintains the myth of professional
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invincibility, and keeps skilled people from working."
The economic theory of regulation posed by George J.
Stigler contended that economic regulation serves the
"private interests of politically effective groups." 17
Richard A. Posner, in his review of "Theories of
Economic Regulation" relating to industries and occupations, argued that the public interest theory--that
regulation is a response to public demands for competent
.
. unaccepta bl e. 18
services--is
The opposite theory--called the capture theory-holds that regulation is in response to interest group
demands as they seek greater financial rewards in their
membership.
His review, however, indicated that both theories
.
.
. .
1 support. 19
ar e 1 ac k ing
in
emp1r1ca

He a dd e d , " T h e

success of economic theory in illuminating other areas
of non-market behavior leads me to be somewhat optimistic
that the economic theory will eventually jell: the general
assumption of economics that human behavior can best be
understood as the response of rational self-interested
beings to their environment must have extensive application
to the political process . ''
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Leg·al Considerations
Historically, occupational licensing has been
accepted by the public, who have assumed their legislators
were looking after their interests.

The system evidently

has been abused, with hundreds of occupations running the
gamut from horseshoers to locksmiths attempting to be
regulated.
Those occupations seeking licensure may be concerned
about the public interest, but are also, no doubt, aware
of potential economic benefits of regulation on their
professionalization, status and recognition.

Legislators

are obliged to determine the occupation's primary intent
for licensure--protection of the public considered the
only valid reason for licensure.
Cutlip and Center discussed constitutional issues
.
d in
.
.
1 l 'icensure: 20
raise
occupationa

The issue of occupational licensure, the permission granted by the state to engage in a specific
occupation, raises three basic constitutional
issues: (l) the right of freedom of expression,
(2) the right of the states to regulate occupations,
and (3) the right of individuals to pursue occupations without unjustified state interference.
Licensure must be justified on the grounds that it
is crucial to the well-being and preservation of
society.
The right of the states to regulate
occupations is based on the Tenth Amendment, which
gives states all powers not specifically delegated
to Congress.
They noted two important legal questions related
to the issue of licensing. 21 The first is the problem
of "demonstrating a compelling state interest." The
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second is that the practitioner's freedom of expression
must be protected .
The compelling state interest argument centers around
the purpose of licensing being to protect the public and
its channels of communication from incompetent public
relations practices , and professionalLzation of practitioners.

They stated that even though PR is controversial,

the courts have ruled that "controversy is not sufficient
cause to regulate . "

And licensing is not intended simply

to benefit an occupation's professional goals.
Cutlip and Center doubted that there would be much,
if any , infringement of freedom of expression.

Government

is obliged to protect this freedom (free speech and press)
"not so much for the ·benefit of those concerned
tioners

as for the benefit of the citizefis

practi-

generally~ -

(Supreme Court case, Time v . Hill, 385 U. S . 374), they
cited.
Since licensing is probably unlikely and since voluntary codes don't cover most practitioners, Cutlip and
Center discussed the alternative of a Public Relations
Council, similar to the National News Council and local
press councils.

Its advantages would be that such a council

could help to ensure minimum standards and could deal with
complaints systematically , they said.
In 1975, a legislative analyst for Florida's House
of Representatives, John P. Halstead, zeroed in on the
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issue of abuse of
.
22
occupations .

th~

licensing

sy~te~

by professions and

Among his comprehensive listing of problem areas, he
addressed the need to establish criteria for new boards.
At that time such criteria was nonexistent , he said.
Halstead recommended that Florida set public policy
specifying criteria for establishment of new licensing
boards .
The recommendations he suggested include:
1. Protection of public health , safety and
welfare . Potential for harm should be demonstrated
or easily recognizable.
Remote or tenuous arguments
should not be accepted.
2.
No profession or occupation should be licensed
if the sole or major intent is to enhance either the
professional prestige or economic status of the
occupation .
Prior to establishing new licensing boards,
3.
more simple methods or regulation should be
investigated .
4 . When the public has no other way to identify
the competent practitioner and when the potential
for harm is so great · that the public must be protected against incompetents, licensing is appropriate.
His source was Benjamin Shimberg's book, Occupational
Licens·ing: Practic·e s :and P:o'li-c i·e ·s·.
These criteria and more, along with a comprehensive
list of questions a legislator should ask an occupation
seeking licensure, were included in another work by
Shirnberg and Roederer for the Council of State Governments (referred to in terminology discussion) called
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Shimberg and Roederer emphasized that licensure is a
last resort because it would make it illegal for anyone not
licensed in that occupation covered by the statute to
practice it .

In other words , the licensing power can

prevent individuals from being able to work in their
chosen field .

11

This is an awesome power," they said, "one

. d JU
. d icious
. .
1 y. " 2 3
th a t mus t b e exercise
Some questions a legislator should ask, they offered,
are : 24
1.

What is the problem?

2.
Why should the occupational group be
regulated?
3 . What efforts have been made to address the
problems?
4.
Have alternatives to licensing been considered?
5. Will the public benefit from regulation of
the occupation?
6.
How will the regulatory activity be administere-d?
7.

Who is sponsoring the regulatory program?

8.

Why is regulation being sought?

They suggested the following criteria be considered
when a state evaluates the need to license an occupation:
1. Whether the unlicensed practice of an
occupation poses a serious risk to the consumers'
life, health, safety or economic well-being;

25
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2 . . Whether potential users of the occupational
service can be expected to possess the knowledge
needed to properly evaluate the qualifications of
those offering services;
3.
Whether benefits to the public clearly
outweigh any potential harmful effects such as a
decrease in the availability of practitioners , higher
costs of goods and services, and restrictions on
optimum utilization of personnel .
Shimberg joined Esser and Kruger in pointing out: 26
1.
The only valid reason for licensing is to
protect the public health , safety, and welfare.
The
potential for harm should either be demonstrated
or easily recognizable.
Remote or tenuous arguments
should not be accepted .
2.
No occupation should be licensed if the sole
or major intent is to enhance either the professional
prestige or economic status of the occupation .
Licensing of individuals should not be used if
3.
other, simpler methods of regulation would satisfy
the need to protect the public .
If licensing an
establishment or· busine~s will suffice , i t may not
be necessary to license those who work in that
establishment .
Restaurants are frequently licensed
by local health departments , but cooks and waitresses
are not .
4.
Licensing is appropriate when the public has
no other way of identifying the competent practitioner and when the potential danger is so great
that the public must be protected against incompetents.
5.
Proliferation of licenses should be avoided.
Within a given occupation , the number of licensed
categories would be held to the minimum necessary
to protect the public interest.
6.
A consideration in deciding whether or not
to license relates to the degree of autonomy exercised
by the licensed individual.
The primary focus of these criteria is on the npublic
interest."

The phrase "public interest" has been used
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by presidents , legislators , executives, boards and
commissions for years.

It appears repeatedly in the

Communications Act , noted T . K. McGraw , and in other
similar statutes as a guide for regulators and as
justification for legislation . 27
Just what is the public interest?

The somewhat

ambiguous term has been equated with the "public good,"
the "common good," the "general welfare" and "the interest
of the commun i ty . "

In legislation, informed regulators

theoretically fuse these public interests with the interests
.
.
d out. 28
o f b usiness
, Mc Graw pointe

Since Halstead's recormnendations to the Florida
Legislature, the "Regulatory Sunset Act" was passed and is
recorded in the Florida Statutes .

29

This act requires that

"the Legislature conduct a periodic and systematic review
of the need for , and the benefits derived from, a program
or function which licenses or otherwise regulates a profession , occupation , business, industry , or other endeavor
and , pursuant to such review , terminate, modify , or
reestablish the program or function."
The act lists criteria the Legislature must consider
i n deciding whether to reestablish a program or function:
(a}
Would the absence of regulation significantly
harm or endanger the public health, safety, or
welfare?
(b}
Is there a reasonable relationship between
the exercise of the police power of the state and the
protecti.on of the public heal th , safety, or welfare?
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(c)
Is there a less res.tr.ictive method of
regulation available which would adequately protect
the public?
(d)
Does the regulation have the effect of
directly or indirectly increasing the costs of any
goods or services involved and, if so, to what
degree?
(e)
Is the increase in cost more harmful to the
public than the harm which could result from the
absence of regulation?
(f)
Are any facets of the regulatory process
designed for the purpose of benefiting, and do they
have as their primary effect the benefit of , the
regulated entity?
Based on these criteria , the Florida Watchmaker's
Commission was abolished during the recent 1982 legislative
session .
The "Regulatory Sunset Act" notes that i t is the
intent of the Legislature :
(a)
That no profession , occupation, business ,
industry, or other endeavor be subject to regulation
by the state unless such regulation is necessary
to protect the public health, safety, or welfare
from significant and discernible harm or damage
and that the police power of the state be exercised
only to the extent necessary for that purpose .
(b)
That the state not regulate a profession,
occupation, business , industry, or other endeavor in
a manner which will unreasonably and adversely affect
the competitive market .
A related act, called the "Sundown Act," requires
legislative review of boards, committees, commissions, and
.

.

.

.

councils ad]unct to executive agencies.

30

The various criteria lists are quite similar in
emphasis and appear to be primarily based on Shimberg's
thorough research .
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Symbolic of consumer dissatisfaction with state
regulation, Blair and Rubin pointed out, is the increasing
.
re 1 iance
of

.
consumers on private
law. 31

Public law concerns the operation of government in its
sovereign capacity (including regulation).

Private law

is concerned with rights and obligations between individuals.
The two branches of private law that define the legal
relationship between professionals and consumers of their
services--are the ones the public are turning to.
Assuming the decision is made to license, as it stands
now, most likely the state will delegate self-regulatory
authority to the professional organization forming a board
of practitioners.
Jethro K. Lieberman said that self-regulation by
professions--who supposedly represent the public and its
best interests--is suspect.

32

He said,_ "At first blush,

the claim to self-regulation is strange.

We do not ask

non-playing members of football teams to referee games
involving their teams, nor do we assign businessmen to
posts requiring them to investigate the commission of
white-collar crimes within their companies.

Why, then, do

we with such seeming nonchalance let professionals assume
similar power?"
Tuohy and Wolfson suggested that the state ask two
central questions to determine who qualifies for self.
33
regulation:
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1. Are there unprotec'ted interests which are
significantly affected by the ·transactions between
individual practitioners and their clients or
employers which require that these transactions
be regulated in some way?
2.
Can the state reduce the net costs of information, error and enforcement in the regulatory process
by delegating regulatory authority to the professional
group?
Beyond the decision to license , the operationalization of the process must be handled carefully and specifically in order to ensure the public interest will be
addressed .

The laws must be fair to consumers and

practitioners.

Shimberg and Roederer of fer these

guidelines: 34
1.
Requirements and evaluation procedures for
entry into an occupation should be clearly related
to safe and effective practice.
2.
Every out-of-state licensee or applicant
should have fair and reasonable access to the
credentialing process.
3.
Once granted, a credential should remain
valid only for that period during which the holder
can provide evidence of continued competency .
Shimberg and Roederer also noted that the

regulato~y

structure and makeup of the board should promote accountability and public confidence:

35

1.
The public should be involved in the regulatory process.
2.
Complaints should be investigated and resolved
in a manner which is satisfactory and credible to the
public.
3.
Procedures for evaluating the qualifications
of applicants and disciplinary proceedings against
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licensees should be conducted in a fair and expeditious manner.
4.
The purpose of regulation is to protect the
public, not the economic interest of the occupational
group.
5.
The administrative structure should promote
efficiency, policy coordination, and public
accountability.
6.
The system used to finance regulatory activities can contribute to the accountability of individual
boards and to the effectiveness of the overall
regulatory program .
A controversial aspect of writing the new law to
license an occupation , previously mentioned, is whether or
not a grandfather clause should be included to protect
practitioners already in the field.
Shimberg , Esser and Kruger recommended that to ensure
initial and continued competence of licensed practitioners ,
no grandfather clause (except perhaps a temporary one)
be included in the law.

They said license renewals should

require evidence of competency .

36

They explained , "The essential elements of licensing
involve the stipulation of circumstances under which
permission to perform an otherwise prohibited activity may
be granted- - largely a legislative function; and the actual
granting of the permission in specific cases--generally
an administrative responsibility."
In Florida, licensed occupations are regulated by the
37
Department of Professional Regulation (DPR) •
New boards
would, after legislators have established their licensing
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function, fall under this jurisdiction .

Presently there

are 26 boards representing regulated professions in
Florida.
'S"urttrna:ry
The history of the debate indicates the issue of
licensing public relations practitioners has arisen on
an intermittent basis.

Pro and con arguments both have

reasonable support and validity .

Most of the studies

researched that relate to licensing in public relations
focused on what it could do for the profession and only
made occasional reference to the "public interest"-which is the legal intent of licensure.
The difficulty in defining public relations, some
say prerequisite to licensure , stems from the wide
variety of jobs and responsibilities that are assigned
public relations titles .

Also, the general public appears

to misunderstand the public relations occupation and often
develops its opinions haphazardly, by accident or through
negative media attention .

The efforts to define public

relations by practitioners are worldwide, however, no
concensus has been reached within the group .

Any generally

accepted definition within the public relatiohs field
would have to be communicated to the general public before
a clear understanding of the function can be expected.
The status of public relations has improved , even
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without licensure. ·

How far it can rise will depend on the

ability of practitioners to meet the challenges of the
"new public relations"--issue management, change management,
measurability, accountability and other trends.

Status

improvement alone is not considered an acceptable purpose
to license an occupation.
Whether public relations is a profession as it stands
today is contingent on how strictly profession(ism)
defined.

is

Some say governmental licensure is a requirement

of a profession.

Others say it is not.

The public relations

field is striving toward greater professionalism through
its professional societies, standards and codes of ethics.
However, most practitioners are not members of these
societies, an obstacle ·toward the enforcerrien·t of professional standards in public relations.
Licensing of occupations, economically and legally,
is considered a last resort.

The costs must be weighed

in favor of the public interest to obtain licensing.
Economically, there are advantages to both the free
market and monopolistic self-regulation models, but a
balance of power must be found among consumers, professional societies and government to reduce the costs to any
one segment.

There is strong evidence that licensing a

field raises the costs of entry, and creates a monopoly,
raising the costs of the service.
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Legally, the only valid reason to license a field
is to protect the public from possible harm .

Legislators

frown on the emphasis to enhance status and recognition
through government regulation .

Without the "public

interest" as primary intent of those who seek occupational licensure, legislators are unlikely to support such
a proposal for public relations.
Therefore, this study investigates the opinions of
members of the Florida Public Relations Association
regarding the research question:

Is governmental licensing

of public relations practitioners in the public interest?
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CHAPTER IV
METHODOLOGY
The central hypothesis of this study is that the
majority of respondents will not consider licensing of
public relations practitioners to be in the public interest
and will see alternatives as being more important priorities in the assumed goal of achieving greater professional ism.

It is also hypothesized that responses to questions

legislators would ask (criteria) will indicate that PR
practitioners, currently, are not viable candidates for
licensing.
A 56-item questionnaire was mailed to all 662 members
of the Florida Public Relations As.sociation (FPRA), with
a cover letter from FPRA President Joe Curley and a sheet
of definitions related to professional and governmental
credentialing (See Appendix A) .
The items of the two-page questionnaire were typeset
and printed on a single sheet, front and back.
The questionnaire is not lengthy in agreement with the
study of Leslie (1970) who concluded that one or two page
questionnaires improve the response rate for mailed
questionnaires. 1

The return rate was nearly 3l percent

(30.8 percent) with 204 FPRA members responding.
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The questionnaire contained seven sections .
Section A items covered demographics: education, job
title, type organization, years PR experience, specialty,
age, sex, salary, credentials and previous exposure to
questionnaires on licensing .

These items involved fill-in-

the-blank, circle one, check and dichotomy responses.
Section B included four items relating to professionalism.

Respondents were asked to rate each statement on a

seven point agree-disagree scale (l=Strongly agree,
2=Agree, 3=Slightly agree , 4=Undecided , S=Slightly disagree, 6=Disagree and ?=Strongly disagree).
Section C listed ten commonly used "pro" and "con"
arguments about licensing in public relations.
"con" statements were alternated , five each.

"Pro" and
Respondents

were directed to rate each argument on the same agreedisagree scale used in Section B .
Section D included a list of ten groups ("publics")
commonly dealt with in the public relations field.

Respon-

dents were asked to rate the effect that licensing PR
practitioners would have on each, intended as a measure
of "public" interests.

A seven point favorable-unfavorable

scale was used (l=Highly favorable , 2=Favorable , 3=Slightly
favorable, 4=Undecided, S=Slightly unfavorable, 6=Unfavorable and 7= Highly unfavorable) .
Section E statements related to criteria legislators
consider before

l~censing

an occupation.

The argument has
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been made earlier in this study that even if public relations practitioners decided they wanted to be licensed,
doesn't mean that legislators will agree with them.

Two

of seven criteria in the section are the primary determiners of whether or not public relations will fit the
prerequisites to licensing .

These two criteria--noted in

the Florida Statutes and reiterated in supportive studies,
particularly by Shimberg--are

~sed

in determining what

occupations · would be licensed in Florida .

These criteria

will be applied to the information provided by respondents.
In the view of the membership of" FPRA , _ does it harm the
public health , safety or welfare that public relations is
not regulated?

If respondents agree that public relations

does in fact harm the ·public , legislators would be open
to consideration of licensure in PR .

If the respondents

disagree--that no harm is done to the public--legislators
would probably rule out licensing , assuming the respondents
are representative of Florida's public relations practitioners as a whole.
If respondents indicate the primary intent to seek
licensure is to enhance status and recognition, from a
legal point of view the professional society would have
a self-serving intent, rather than the legal intent
licensing was designed for--to serve the public interest.
Legislators would not, according to the law , support
self-serving intent .
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Section F lists teri

alternative~

toward the assumed

goal of achieving greater professionalism in public
relations.

Respondents were asked to rank, 1 to 10, the

alternatives by priority, l being the most preferred
effort.
A

problem arose in this section that was not evident

in the pretest.

Respondents had a difficult time in

ranking ten alternatives .

Of 204 respondents, 71 (34

percent) did not follow the directions or skipped the
section.

The analysis is adjusted for missing data and

due to the large number of missing data, should be viewed
as the opinion of those who exerted the effort to completely
respond to the section .

The sample should not be applied

as representative of the ·entire FPRA membership .
pretest was sent to 12 members of FPRA.

The

Although it

provided valuable input to the questionnaire's construction
and revision, apparently i t was not a large enough sample
to expose all weaknesses .
Section G gets right to the heart of the matter .

The

research question--Do you believe governmental licensing
of public relations practitioners is in the public interest?-is directed to respondents to clarify their position and to
be used in comparative analysis with demographics and
statement responses to see if any particular groups tended
to say "yes" or "no" to the central question .
At the end of the questionnaire, the respondents were
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provided lines for explanation and general comments.
The verbally anchored , seven point continuum used
in Sections B, C, D and E is considered an acceptable
scale of measurement , allowing for more material to be
covered in less space.

It simplifies the answering and

analyzing procedures .
Bendig (1953 , 1954)

found that reliability was equal

for three , five , seven and nine point scales , but lower
for 11 alternatives .

2

Symonds (1924)

seven scale alternatives

re~ulted

noted that fewer than

in a loss of reliability,

but using more than seven did not increase reliability.
Neidt (1951)

3

found that reliability of five alterna-

tives is "somewhat" higher than two , but found no differ4
.
ence in
va l i 'd'ity .

Jacoby and Matell

(l971)

found validity

was independent of the number of alternatives .
Accumulated raw data

W'8:-S

5

analyzed through the

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) , an
integrated system of computer programs designed for the
.
. 1 science
.
d ata. 6
ana 1 ysis
o f socia

Descriptive statistics,

frequencies and crosstabulation of possibly related data
were retrieved .
~,

Missing data ±s noted for all responses.

The reasons

for the missing data appear to fall in three categories:
choice of no response, accidental no response or , if
directions were not followed, such as double response or
incomplete response .
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In relative frequency notations , missing data are
included as a comparative group value .

Adjusted frequencies

exclude missing data, so that values intended for this study
may be more clearly compared and analyzed .

Tables will

include both for the interested reader , however , analysis
in the te x t

assumes adjustment for missing data unless

otherwise stated .

Refer·e nces for Chapter Four
lRobert Dyer, Questi·onnaire Constructio:n · Manual,
Annex Literature Survey and Bibliography (Palo Alto,
California: Operations Research Associates, July 1976),
p . VIII-1.
2 rbid, p. VI-10 .
3Ibid, p . VI - 7.
4Ibid, p. VI-5.
5Ibid, p. VI-4 .
6statistical Package for the Social Sciences
2nd ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1975),
p.

1.
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CHAPTER V
RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
The responding membership of FPRA does not believe
licensing is in the public interest by a margin of 4 to 1,
confirming the central hypothesis of this study.
Favoring alternatives , the sample responding to the
ranking question (due to missing data not necessarily
representative of FPRA as a whole)placed licensing at the
bottom of the priority list (10), which is supportive of
e x pected findings .
The third h y pothesis was that FPRA members would
respond to legislative criteria for licensing with answers
indicating licensing public relations practitioners is unlikely in Florida .

This is supported in the findings.
Section A: Demographics

Most respondent's undergraduate degrees were in
Journalism (20 percent) , English/Speech (12 percent) ,
Public Relations (11 percent) , Marketing/Business/Economics/
Administration (11 percent) and Mass Communication
(10 percent) .

A total of 182 respondents listed under-

graduate degrees and nearly 11 percent listed no degree .
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In the analysis of the three items on the questionnaire
related to education, missing data are included, assuming
that the missing responses represent "no degree."

(See

Table 1.)
TABLE 1
UNDERGRADUATE DEGREE MAJOR

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Public relations

23

11.3

12.6

Journalism

41

20.l

22.5

8

3.9

4.4

Broadcasting

11

5.4

6.0

Mass communication

21

10.3

11.5

Marketing, Business, Economics, Administration

23

11 . 3

12.6

English, Speech

24

11.8

13.2

5

2.5

2.7

Other majors

26

12.7

14.3

Missing data

22

10.8

204

100.0

Advertising

Art, DesigIJ.

Total

Missing
100.0

Graduate degrees were primarily in the areas of
Journalism (5.4 percent), English/Speech (3.9 percent),
Marketing/Business/Economics/Administration (3.4 percent),
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Public Relations
(2.9 percent) .

(2.9 percent)

and Mass Communication

Some 74 percent of respondents do not

have master's degrees.

A total of 53 do.

:(See Table 2.)

TABLE 2
GRADUATE DEGREE MAJOR

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

6

2.9

11.3

11

5.4

20.8

Advertising

1

0.5

1.9

Broadcasting

3

1.5

5.7

Mass communication

6

2.9

11.3

Marketing, Business, Economics, Administration

7

3.4

13.2

English, Speech

8

3.9

15.1

Art, Design

1

0.5

1.9

Other majors

10

4.9

18.9

Missing data

151

74.0

204

100.0

Public relations
Journalism

Total

Missing
100.0

Of l7 respondents who noted additional degrees earned,
two list honorary doctorate degrees, four list Ph.D.s, one
listed a second master's degree and 11 listed second
bachelor's degrees.

(See Table 3.)
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TABLE 3
ADDITIONAL DEGREES

Absolute
Frequency
Yes
No (none listed)
Total

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

17

8.3

100.0

187

91.7

Missing

204

100.0

100.0

Among respondents, the most frequently noted job
titles were:

(1) Public Relations/Advertising/Marketing

Manager (29 percent);

(2)

Information/Communication

Manager (15 percent);

(3) Agency President/Vice President/

Owner (13 percent); and (4) Executive Director/Administrator
(12 percent).

(See Table 4.)
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TABLE 4
JOB TITLES

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

President, Vice president,
owner (PR/ADV agency)

26

12.7

13.1

Account executive , consultant

5

2.5

2.5

PR/ADV/MKT/BR director or
manager

57

27 . 9

28.8

Information/Communication/
Public Affairs director
or manager

29

14.2

14.6

5

2.5

2.5

External relations title

16

7.8

8.1

Internal relations title

2

1.0

1.0

Task or specialist title

15

7.4

7.6

President, Vice president,
Executive Director or
Administrator of organizations other than
PR/ADV agencies

24

11.8

12.1

Educator

6

2.9

3.0

Free lance

6

2.9

3.0

Other

7

3.4

3.5

Missing data

6

2.9

Missing

204

100 . 0

Publications director, manager or editor

Total

100.0
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Most respondents work for private corporations or
companies

(38 percent), followed by agencies

(19 percent),

government (17 percent), nonprofit (12 percent) and
associations

(11 percent).

percent of respondents.

Freelancers account for 3

(See Table 5 . )
TABLE 5

TYPE ORGANIZATION

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

Corporation, Company

75

36.8

38.3

Nonprofit

23

11.3

11.7

Agency

37

18.l

18.9

Association

22

10.8

11.2

Government

33

16.2

16.8

Freelance

6

2.9

3.1

Missing data

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0

In regard to public relations experience, 63 percent
of the respondents have 10 years or less, 23 percent have
10 to 20 years and 14 percent have more than 20 years
experience.

(See Table 6.)
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TABLE 6
PUBLIC RELATIONS EXPERIENCE

Years

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Up through 5

59

28.9

31.1

6 to 10

61

29.9

32.1

11 to 15

24

11.8

12.6

16 to 20

20

9.8

10.5

21 to 25

10

4.9

5.3

26 to 30

8

3.9

4.2

31 to 35

4

2.0

2.1

36 to 40

2

1.0

1.1

41 or more

2

1.0

1.1

14

6.9

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0

Ages were fairly evenly distributed among four groups:
(1)

23 percent were 21 to 30 years old,

were 31 to 40 years old,
years old, and (4)
( See Tab 1 e 7 . )

(3)

(2)

29 percent

25 percent were 41 to 50

22 percent were 51 or more years old.

99
TABLE 7
AGE
...

'

.

,

...

Years

'

.

.

,

.

'

,

.

. .

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Under 21

0

21 to 30

45

22.1

23.3

31 to 40

55

27.0

28.5

41 to 50

49

24.0

25.4

51 to 60

29

14.2

15.0

61 or more

15

7.4

7.8

Missing data

11

5.4

Missing

204

100.0

Total

Of the 204 respondents, 109
and 85

(53 percent) were male

(42 percent) were female .

(5 percent) were missing data.

100.0

The remaining 10
(See Table 8.)

TABLE 8
SEX

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

109

53.4

56.2

Female

85

41.7

43 . 8

Missing data

1.0

4.9

Male

Missing

100
Respondents reported annuql salaries as follows:
(l) 13 percent make less than $15 , 000,
$l5,000 to $30 , 000 ,
and (4)

(3)

(2)

56 percent earn

21 percent earn $30,001 to $45,000 ,

10 percent earn more than $45 , 000.

(See Table 9.)

TABLE 9
ANNUAL SALARY

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

25

12.3

12.8

109

53.4

55.6

$30,001-45,000

42

20.6

21.4

More than $45,000

20

9.8

10 . 2

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Under $15,000
$15-30,000

Missing data
Total

100.0

Of the responding FPRA members, 80 percent have not
earned professional designations.

There are 13 percent

APRPs, 5 percent APRs, 1 percent hold both APR and CPRC and
2 percent hold both APR and APRP.

(See Table 10.)
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TABLE 10
PROFESSIONAL DESIGNATIONS EARNED

( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

9

4.4

4.6

26

12.7

13.3

APR and CPRC

1

0.5

0.5

APR and APRP

3

1.5

1.5

156

76.5

80.0

9

4.4

204

100.0

Absolute
Frequency
APR
APRP

No designation
Missing data
Total

Relative
Frequency

Missing
100.0

(Note: APRP and CPRC are both FPRA designations.
No
respondents claimed both .
None had all three and none
had only CPRC . )
Some 16 percent of respondents had previously
answered a questionnaire or questions about licensing
public relations practitioners .

(See Table 11.)
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TABLE 11
PREVIOUSLY QUESTIONED ON LICENSING?

Absolute
Frequency
Yes
No
Missing data
Total

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

31

15.2

15.9

164

80.4

84.1

9

4.4

204

100 . 0

Missing
100.0

Section B: Professionalism
Of the four professionalism statements, responses were
strongest for "Public relations is a profession," with
mean indication of "agree" and 62 percent indicating
"strong agreement . "

Respondents also agree on a mean

scale that greater professionalism is needed in public
relations (40 percent "agree" and 40 percent "strongly
agree") .

They "slightly agree" that professionalism

should be monitored (mean scale) with 66 percent indicating
slight to strong agreement, 19 percent undecided, and
9 percent indicating slight to strong disagreement .
Slight agreement is also given regarding the adequacy
of existing credential programs .

Two groupings stand out

in the results on the accreditation item: 32 percent
"agree" that the programs are adequate and 28 percent
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are "undecided . "

(See Tables 12, 13, 14, 15 and 16.)
TABLE 12
PROFESSIONALISM
Analysis of Means

Mean

Indication*

Public relations is a
profession.
FPRA and PRSA accreditation
programs are adequate .
Greater professionalism is
needed in public relations .
Professionalism should be
monitored in PR .
*Scale: l=Strongly agree, 2=Agree, 3=Slightly agree,
4=Undecided, S=Slightly disagree, 6=Disagree, ?=Strongly
disagree.
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TABLE 13
PROFESSIONALISM
Public Relations is a Profession

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

124

60.8

62.0

51

25.0

25.5

5

2.5

2.5

12

5.9

6.0

Disagree

6

2.9

3.0

Strongly disagree

2

1.0

1.0

Missing data

4

2.0

Missing

204

100.0

Absolute
Frequency
Strongly agree
Agree
Slightly agree
Undecided
Slightly disagree

Total

100.0
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TABLE 14
PROFESSIONALISM
FPRA and PRSA Accreditation
Programs are Adequate

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

14

6.9

7.2

Agree

66

32.4

33.8

Slightly agree

26

12.7

13.3

Undecided

57

27.9

29.2

Slightly disagree

16

7.8

8.2

Disagree

11

5.4

5.6

Strongly disagree

5

2.5

2.6

Missing data

9

4.4

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0
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TABLE 15
PROFESSIONALISM
Greater professionalism needed in PR

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

78

38.2

39.2

Agree

78

38.2

39.2

Slightly agree

22

10 ., 8

11.l

Undecided

14

6.9

7.0

Slightly disagree

4

2.0

2.0

Disagree

2

1.0

1.0

Strongly disagree

1

0.5

0.5

Missing data

5

2.5

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0
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TABLE 16
PROFESSIONALISM
PR Professionalism Should Be Monitored

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted"'
Frequency
( %)

Strongly agree

46

22.5

23.5

Agree

49

24.0

25.0

Slightly agree

35

17.2

17.9

Undecided

37

18.1

18.9

Slightly disagree

10

4.9

5.1

8

3 .. 9

4.1

11

5.4

5.6

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Disagree
Strongly disagree
Missing data
Total

100.0
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Section C: · -Effects of Lic-ensing, Pro and Con
The mean analysis of this section indicates respondents
are largely undecided as to what the effects of licensing
would be--pro or con .

They "slightly agree

0

that i t

would not be as appropriate as some alternatives

(also in

support of the hypothesis) , that i t would allow standards
to be enforced and that it would create too much government intervention .
They were "undecided" on the remaining arguments

(mean)

and showed fairly even distribution, however, in the overall
agreement-disagreement scale.

"Undecided" responses

accounted for a range of 13 to 27 percent for variable
values.

The remainder indicated positions of slight to

strong agreement or disagreement in a range for variable
values of 75 to 87 percent.

(See Tables 17 through 27.)
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TABLE 17
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Analysis of Means

Mean

Indication*

Protect the public and practitioners
from incompetents.

4.00

Undecided

Threaten First Amendment rights.

4.32

Undecided

Improve PR professionalism.

3.66

Undecided

Not be as appropriate as some alternatives.

3.00

Slightly
Agree

Allow standards to be enforced.

3.46

Slightly
Agree

Create too much government intervention.

2.96

Slightly
Agree

Improve status and recognition of
PR.

3.55

Undecided

Exclude willing and able practitioners.

4.38

Undecided

Help define a core of knowledge.

3.58

Undecided

Cause monopoly, raising the cost
of the service.

4.30

Undecided

*Scale: l=Strongly agree, 2=Agree, 3=Slightly agree,
4=Undecided, S=Slightly disagree, 6=Disagree, ?=Strongly
disagree.

TABLE 18
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Protect the Public and Pracitioners
from Incompetents

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Strongly agree

25

12.3

12.7

Agree

30

14.7

15.2

Slightly agree

35

17.2

17.8

Undecided

25

12.3

12.7

Slightly disagree

22

10.8

11.2

Disagree

32

15.7

16.2

Strongly disagree

28

13.7

14.2

7

3.4

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 19
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Threaten First Amendment Rights

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Strongly agree

19

9.3

9.6

Agree

22

10.8

11.2

Slightly agree

24

11.8

12.2

Undecided

44

21.6

22.3

Slightly disagree

18

8.8

9.1

Disagree

41

20.1

20.8

Strongly disagree

29

14.2

14.7

7

3.4

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 20
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Improve PR Professionalism

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

{ %)

( %)

Strongly agree

28

13.7

14.1

Agree

36

17.6

18.2

Slightly agree

40

19.6

20.2

Undecided

30

14.7

15.2

Slightly disagree

21

10.3

10.6

Disagree

22

10.8

11.1

Strongly disagree

21

10.3

10.6

6

2.9

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 21
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Not as Appropriate as Alternatives

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

39

19.l

19.8

Agree

51

25.0

25.9

Slightly agree

26

12.7

13.2

Undecided

54

26.5

27.4

Slightly disagree

13

6.4

6.6

Disagree

8

3.9

4.1

Strongly disagree

6

2.9

3.0

Missing data

7

3.4

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0
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TABLE 22
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Allow Standards to be Enforced

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

18

8.8

9.2

Agree

47

23.0

24.0

Slightly agree

53

26.0

27.0

Undecided

28

13.7

14.3

Slightly disagree

19

9.3

9.7

Disagree

16

7.8

8.2

Strongly disagree

15

7.4

7.7

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0
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TABLE 23
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Create Too Much Government Intervention

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

68

33.3

34.3

Agree

30

14.7

15.2

Slightly agree

20

9.8

10.l

Undecided

35

17.2

17.7

Slightly disagree

22

10.8

11.1

Disagree

14

6.9

7.1

Strongly disagree

9

4.4

4.5

Missing data

6

2.9

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0
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TABLE 24
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Improve Status and Recognition of PR

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)-

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Strongly agree

30

14.7

15.0

Agree

40

19.6

20.0

Slightly agree

35

17.2

17.5

Undecided

36

17.6

18.0

Slightly disagree

19

9.3

9.5

Disagree

24

11.8

12.0

Strongly disagree

16

7.8

8.0

4

2.0

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0
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TABLE 25
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Exclude Willing and Able Practitioners

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Strongly agree

17

8.3

8.5

Agree

23

11.3

11.6

Slightly agree

31

15.2

15.6

Undecided

30

14 . 7

15 . 1

Slightly disagree

27

13.2

13.6

Disagree

36

17.6

18.1

Strongly disagree

35

17.2

17.6

5

2.5

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 26
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Help Define a Core of Knowledge

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Strongly agree

17

8.3

8.5

Agree

48

23.5

24.0

Slightly agree

47

23.0

23.5

Undecided

34

16.7

17.0

Slightly disagree

20

9.8

10.0

Disagree

13

6.4

6.5

Strongly disagree

21

10.3

10.5

4

2.0

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 27
EFFECTS OF LICENSING, PRO AND CON
Cause Monopoly, Raising the Cost
of the Service

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

15

7.4

7.7

Agree

18

8.8

9.3

Slightly agree

34

16.7

17.5

Undecided

42

20.6

21.6

Slightly disagree

20

9.8

10.3

Disagree

42

20.6

21.6

Strongly disagree

23

11.3

11.9

Missing data

10

4.9

204

100.0

Total

Missing
100.0
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Section D: Effect of Licensing· on "Publics"
Through analysis of means, respondents indicated a
"slightly favorable" effect of licensing PR practitioners
on the occupation and its publics, except for employees
of corporations, the only item in the section that
received an "undecided" response .
The "undecided" responses for all ten items in this
section ranged from 9 to 33 percent of the data.

Six of

the items had 20 percent or more "undecided" responses
indicating a sizeable group of respondents weren't sure
how licensing would affect these publics.
In a ranking of means, it appears respondents
believe licensing would have a more favorable effect on
the following (in order of most to least favorably
affected) :

(1) Clients of PR firms,

(2) The public relations

occupat i on and PR counselors/consultants ,
(4) Corporate PR staffs,
communities,

(3) Media ,

(5) General public ,

(6) Local

(7) Stockholders of corporations,

(8) Customers

of corporations, and (9) Employees of corporations.
These results identify the segment of the public
relations occupation--the public relations agency and its
clients--as the "publics" most likely to receive a favorable effect from licensing .

Their autonomy , a plus for

those occupations seeking licensure, is more recognized,
in general, than that of public relations staff workers.
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Assuming these results are representative, and that the
firms and their publics have the most to gain (as indicated
in the ranking of means), it could be that this subgroup of
public relations would be conducive to licensing or state
certification in much the same way as the "certified
public accountant" is recognized .

Others are not excluded

from practicing accounting, however , CPAs carry special
responsibilities and are solely privileged to their CPA
designation.

(See Tables 28 through 38) .
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TABLE 28
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
Analysis of Means

Mean

Indication*

General public

3.35

Slightly
Favorable

PR counselors/consultants

3.12

Slightly
Favorable

Clients of PR f irrns

3.01

Slightly
Favorable

Corporate PR staff

3.28

Slightly
Favorable

Customers of corporations

3.48

Slightly
Favorable

Employees of corporations

3.57

Undecided

Stockholders of corporations

3.43

Slightly
Favorable

Local communities

3.40

Slightly
Favorable

Media

3.23

Slightly
Favorable

The public relations occupation

3.12

Slightly
Favorable

*Scale: l=Highly favorable , 2=Favorable , 3=Slightly favorable, 4=Undecided, S=Slightly unfavorable, 6=Unfavorable,
7=Highly unfavorable.
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TABLE 29
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON nPUBLICS"
General Public

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Highly favorable

18

8.8

9.2

Favorable

44

21.6

22.6

Slightly favorable

52

25.5

26.7

Undecided

48

23.5

24.6

Slightly unfavorable

11

5. 4

5.6

9

4.4

4.6

13

6.4

6.7

9

4.4

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable
Highly unfavorable
Missing data
Total

100.0
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TABLE 30
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
PR Counselors/Consultants

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Highly favorable

36

17.6

18.4

Favorable

56

27.5

28.6

Slightly favorable

41

20.l

20.9

Undecided

18

8.8

9.2

Slightly unfavorable

16

7.8

8.2

Unfavorable

14

6.9

7.1

Highly unfavorable

15

7.4

7.7

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0
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TABLE 31
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"

Clients of PR Firms

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Highly favorable

37

18.1

19.l

Favorable

54

26.5

27.8

Slightly favorable

39

19.1

20.1

Undecided

32

15.7

16.5

Slightly unfavorable

12

5. 9

6.2

6

2.9

3.1

Highly unfavorable

14

6.9

7.2

Missing data

10

4.9

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

100.0
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TABLE 32
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON nPUBLICS"

Corporate PR Staff

Abs.olute
·Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Highly favorable

27

13.2

13.9

Favorable

53

26.0

27.3

Slightly favorable

42

20.6

21.6

Undecided

26

12.7

13.4

Slightly unfavorable

18

8.8

9.3

Unfavorable

13

6.4

6.7

Hi ghly unfavorable

15

7.4

7.7

Missing data

10

4.9

Missing

204

100.0

Total

100.0

127
TABLE 33
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS 11
Customers of Corporations

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Highly favorable

17

8.3

Favorable

39

19.1

20.4

Slightly favorable

39

19.l

20.4

Undecided

60

29.4

31.4

Slightly unfavorable

17

8.3

8.9

5

2.5

2.6

Highly unfavorable

14

6.9

7.3

Missing data

13

6.4

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

8.9

100.0
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TABLE 34
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
Employees of Corporations

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Highly favorable

14

6.9

7.4

Favorable

34

16.7

17.9

Slightly favorable

41

20.1

21.6

Undecided

63

30.9

33.2

Slightly unfavorable

19

9.3

10.0

6

2.9

3.2

Highly unfavorable

13

6.4

6.8

Missing data

14

6.9

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

100.0
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TABLE 35
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"

Stockholders of Corporations

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Highly favorable

19

9.3

9.9

Favorable

40

19.6

20.9

Slightly favorable

36

17.6

18.8

Undecided

63

30.9

33.0

Slightly unfavorable

15

7.4

7.9

5

2.5

2.6

Highly unfavorable

13

6.4

6.8

Missing data

13

6.4

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

100.0
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TABLE 36
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
Local Communities

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Highly favorable

19

9.3

9.9

Favorable

39

19.1

20.4

Slightly favorable

44

21.6

23.0

Undecided

54

26.5

28.3

Slightly unfavorable

17

8.3

8.9

6

2.9

3.1

Highly unfavorable

12

5.9

6.3

Missing data

13

6.4

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

...

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 37
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
Media

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

(-%)

( %)

Highly favorable

30

14.7

15.5

Favorable

45

22.1

23.3

Slightly favorable

42

20.6

21.8

Undecided

39

19.l

20.2

Slightly unfavorable

14

6.9

7.3

9

4.4

4.7

Highly unfavorable

14

6.9

7.3

Missing data

11

5.4

Missing

204

100.0

Unfavorable

Total

100.0
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TABLE 38
EFFECT OF LICENSING ON "PUBLICS"
The Public Relations Occupation

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Highly favorable

45

22.1

23.0

Favorable

47

23.0

24.0

Slightly favorable

33

16.2

16.8

Undecided

27

13.2

13.8

Slightly unfavorable

16

7.8

8.2

Unfavorable

10

4.9

5.1

Highly unfavorable

18

8.8

9.2

8

3.9

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0
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Secti·on E: Appli·cation of Legislator's Criteria
The legal intent of licensure is "to protect the
public health, safety, or welfare from significant and
discernible harm or damage." 1

Therefore, it must be

demonstrated that the public's health, safety or welfare
is being harmed if licensing of public relations is to
be considered a possibility by legislators.

Even if harm

is apparent, less restrictive regulatory options would be
sought first, with licensing a last resort.
Respondents indicate that it cannot be demonstrated
that harm to the public has resulted from not regulating
PR.

If this is the case in actuality, the legislation

would not get through the front door of the Legislature.
A second criteria considered by legislators is the

seeking of licensure "designed for the primary purpose of
benefiting, and do they

the group seeking regulation

have as their primary effect the benefit of the
regulated entity?" 2

to be

In other words (legal jargon aside),

is the major intent of those who seek licensure to enhance
the status and recognition of public relations as a
profession?

Primary intent must be "public interest."

Respondents, as a whole, "slightly agree" that status
and recognition are the major intents of PR practitioners
who seek licensure.
The other criteria included in the questionnaire
which received "undecided" responses leave no clues as to
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how legislators might view the information.
The respondents agreed that independent judgment is
required in their positions, and that skill and experience
is required in making those judgments.

Responses to these

two items on the questionnaire would be considered a plus
for licensing.

Autonomy and special skills are considered

prerequisite to licensure.
Overall, however, licensing of the public relations
field as a whole, from a legislative analysis of information provided by respondents, is highly unlikely.

This

assumes respondents have provided data representative of
all public relations practitioners in Florida, most of
whom do not belong to a professional organization.
also assumes that licensure legislation does·n' t

This

"slip"

through a busy state legislature and by the Governor,
as has happened in the past (pointed out by a legislative
analyst for the Florida House of Representatives) •
(See

Tab~es

39 through 46 . )
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TABLE 39
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA FOR OCCUPATIONAL LICENSING
Analysis of Means

Mean

Respondent
Indication

Legislator
Criteria*

It can be demonstrated that 5.54
the public's health, safety
or economic well-being has
been harmed since PR practitioners are not regulated.

Disagree

Those who use your PR services have the ability or
knowledge to evaluate your
qualifications.

3.65

Undecided

Disagree

Public relations profes- ·
sional codes of ethics and
standards are familiar and
adhered to by most practitioners.

3. 93

Undecided

Disagree

Most PR practitioners are
familiar with a complaint
handling procedure to
resolve disputes with the
public.

4.10

Undecided

Disagree

Much independent judgment
is . required in your particular position

1.73

Agree

Agree

Much skill and experience
are required in making
those judgments.

1.84

Agree

Agree

The major intent of those
who seek licensure of PR
is to enhance status and
recognition of PR as a
profession.

2.94

Slightly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

*Response indicating a need or possibility of licensure.
Scale:
7 point continuum with l=Strongly agree, ?=Strongly
disagree.
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TABLE 40
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA

Public Harmed Without PR Licensure

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

3

1.5

1.5

Agree

2

1.0

1.0

Slightly agree

20

9.8

10.3

Undecided

30

14.7

15.4

Slightly disagree

15

7.4

7.7

Disagree

56

27.5

28.7

Strongly disagree

69

33.8

35.4

9

4. 4

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 41
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA
User Ability to Evaluate Your Qualifications

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

Strongly agree

18

8.8

9.2

Agree

59

28.9

30.3

Slightly agree

36

17.6

18.5

8

3.9

4.1

Slightly disagree

26

12.7

13.3

Disagree

31

15 .. 2

15.9

Strongly disagree

17

8 .. 3

8.7

9

4.4

Missing

204

100.0

Undecided

Missing data
Total

100.0
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TABLE 42
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA
Codes of Ethics Adhered to
by Practitioners

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
( %)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

4

2.0

2.1

Agree

39

19.1

20.2

Slightly agree

49

24.0

25.4

Undecided

28

13.7

14.5

Slightly disagree

35

17.2

18.1

Disagree

23

11.3

11.9

Strongly disagree

15

7.4

7.8

Missing data

11

5.4

Missing

204

100.0

Strongly agree

Total

100.0
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TABLE 43
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA
Public Complaint-Handling Procedure
Familiar to Practitioners

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

6

2.9

3.1

Agree

34

16.7

17.7

Slightly agree

33

16.2

17.2

Undecided

41

20.1

21.4

Slightly disagree

32

15.7

16.7

Disagree

31

15.2

16.l

Strongly disagree

15

7.4

7.8

Missing data

12

5.9

Missing

204

100.0

Strongly agree

Total

100.0
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TABLE 44
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA
Much Independent Judgment Required

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

84

41.2

43.8

Agree

88

43.l

45.8

Slightly agree

14

6.9

7.3

Undecided

2

1.0

1.0

Slightly disagree

3

1.5

1.6

1

0.5

0.5

Disagree
Strongly disagree
Missing data
Total

12

5.9

204

100.0

Missing
100.0
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TABLE 45
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA

Judgments Require Skill and Experience

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
( %)

Strongly agree

73

35 . 8

37.8

Agree

91

44.6

47.2

Slightly agree

22

10.8

11.4

Undecided

4

2.0

2.1

Slightly disagree

1

0.5

0.5

Disagree

1

0.5

0.5

Strongly disagree

1

0.5

0.5

11

5.4

Missing

204

100.0

Missing data
Total

100.0

142
TABLE 46
LEGISLATIVE CRITERIA
Practitioners Seek Licensure
Primarily for Status

Absolute
Frequency

Relative
Frequency

Adjusted
Frequency

( %)

( %)

Strongly agree

46

22.5

23.6

Agree

57

27.9

29.2

Slightly agree

29

14.2

14.9

Undecided

31

15.2

15.9

Slightly disagree

7

3.4

3.6

Disagree

8

3.9

4.1

17

8.3

8.7

9

4.4

Missing

204

100.0

Strongly disagree
Missing data
Total

100.0
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Secti·on F: · Alte·rnative·s ·
The indications, as pointed out earlier, of this
ranking should not be applied as representative of the
entire membership of FPRA, but of a subgroup who put out
the effort to rank 10 alternatives and follow directions.
The results indicate this group places state
regulation, in all forms , at the bottom of the priority
list with licensing as last choice .

Education in public

relations and of the public about public relations are
top priorities to this group.
Results represent responses from 133 individuals , 65
percent of all respondents .

Priorities ranked as hypoth-

esized with all alternatives preferred over licensing.
(See Table 47 . )
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TABLE 47
RANKING OF ALTERNATIVES
Analysis of Means

Alternatives

Mean

1

Focus on public relations education

3.39

2

Educate the public about PR

3.79

3

Improve existing credential programs

3.94

4

Self-policing

4.64

5

Use and improve existing laws

5.53

6

Create a public relations council

5.65

7

Registration with agency set standards

6.51

8

Certification through a state agency

6.91

9

Registration with an agency

7.27

10

Licensing

7.33

Rank*

*Ranking scale: l=most preferred priority toward the
goal of achieving greater professionalism in PR;
lO=least preferred of alternatives listed.
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Section G: Is Licensing of PR Practitioners
in the Public Interest?
The wrap-up question provided 40 "yes," 122 "no" and
34 "undecided" responses .

With 62 percent who say licensing

is not in the public interest, 20 percent believe it is
and 17 percent are not sure .

This indicates respondents

agree 4 to 1 that licensing public relations is not in
the public interest, in support of the major hypothesis.
( See Tab 1 e 4 8 • )
TABLE 48
LICENSING IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST?

Absolute
Frequency
Yes
No
Undecided
Missing data
Total

Relative
Frequency
(%)

Adjusted
Frequency
(%)

40

19.6

20.4

122

59.8

62.2

34

16.7

17.3

8

3.9

204

100.0

Missing
100.0

Other findings
Crosstabulation was done on several variables comparing
their value measurements with those of the variable "Is
licensing public relations practitioners in the public
interest?"

The licensing question variable will henceforth
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be referred to as Gl.
A breakdown of undergraduate degree majors with
Gl shows all individual majors believed licensing was not
in the public interest .

However , graduate degree public

relations majors (4 to 1) and a graduate degree art
major (1 to 0) indicated "yes," that licensing is in the
public interest.

The majority of other graduate degree

majors indicated "no . "
Those who indicated additional degrees responded
"no , " in the majority .
A breakdown of organization types with Gl shows that

most respondents in all categories believe licensing is
not in the public interest .

The narrowest margin was

wi th "agency " r e spondents (l6 said nno , " 13 said nyes"
and 8 were "undecided") .
A crosstabulation of the variable "PR experience" with
Gl indicates respondents with 10 or less years experience
say licensing is not in the public interest 3 to 1, with
a 20 percent "undecidedn group .

Respondents who have more

than 10 years experience indicate licensing is not in
the public interest by a 2 to 1 margin with 16 percent
11

undecided."
Each age category indicated consistently that

licensing was not felt to be in the public interest.
Men and women agreed that licensing is not in the
public interest .

Of male respondents ; 64 percent said "no , "
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24 percent said "'yes" and 12 percent said "undecided."
Female respondents indicated 17 percent "yes," 57 percent
"no" and 26 percent "undecided."
Each salary category responded licensing is not in the
public interest.

A noticeable trend in the "undecided"

category was that as the salary increased, the fewer
percentages of

0

undecided" responses were evident.

Those

in the "less than $15,000" salary bracket showed 30
percent "undecided."

The percentages decreased consistently

to no "undecided" responses in the "more than $45,000"
category.
A crosstabulation of Gl with respondents who had
earned credentials showed APRs said "no" by a margin of
2 to 1, APRPs said "no" by a margin of 3 to 1, and of the
four respondents who had earned two credentials each,
two said "yes" and two said "no."

APRs and those who

had two credentials each indicated no "undecided" responses.
APRPs, however, indicated 17 percent "undecided" responses.
In a crosstabulation of Gl with the variable
"Professionalism in public relations should be monitored,"
all who said "yes" to Gl agreed or were "undecided" that
PR professionalism should be monitored.

Of those who said

"no" to Gl, 55 percent of them still felt that public
relations professionalism should be monitored.
A crosstabulation of Gl with

11

the effect of licensing

on the general public" indicated all who believe licensing
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is in the public interest also believe it will have a
"favorable" or "undecided" impact on the general public.
However, not so predictive--of those who responded "no"
to Gl (that licensing is not in the public interest) , 38
percent indicated the effect of licensing on the general
public would be favorable.

This brings up the question,

is a favorable effect on the general public equivalent
to the "public interest"?
In a crosstabulation between Gl and "the major intent
of those who seek licensure of PR practitioners is to
enhance the status and recognition of public relations
as a profession , " all respondents who said "yes" that
licensing is in the public interest , agree--slightly to
strongly- - that the primary intent is to en-hance the
status and recognition of PR as a profession.

This would

indicate to legislators that public relations is probably
not a viable candidate for licensing .

In other words,

of respondents who believe licensing is in the public
interest , every one of them believes the primary purpose
of licensing is to enhance status and recognition, a
misunderstanding in conflict with legal emphasis on the
public interest.
Respondent's: Comments
The subject of licensing is a hot topic, especially
for those opposed to it.

The comment section of the
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questionnaire was informative .
Pro cormnents suggested licensing would improve
PR's image; would help define public relations; would
reduce incompetence protecting the public and practitioners from the untrained or unscrupulous; would enhance
credibility; improve professionalism; allow standards to
be enforced; and one respondent suggested it be applied
to all "mind-changers"

(including the media) .

Con responses were more numerous and absolute .

In

summary, they suggested that licensing does not ensure
against incompetence; creates a costly bureaucracy of red
tape; merits only those who are licensed; chases away
competent people; is impossible to apply to the creative
skills , ideas and judgments required in PR; would limit
creativity; is an attempt to justify an occupation's
existence; should be demanded by the public, not practitioners; increases the costs of entry and the service;
excludes

~ble

practitioners; legislators would not consider

it for PR; threatens First Amendment rights; and incompetence
will weed out incompetents .
Alternatives suggested include : education of employers,
media and public; accreditation of

PR

academic programs;

malpractice can be controlled by existing laws--libel,
fraud, misrepresentation and breach of contract; selfpolicing with enforcement; on-the - job· training; recognize
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experience; improve existing credential programs (one
respondent suggested an IABC/PRSA/FPRA Task Force) ;
regulate use of title only through state certification;
PR board or council to enforce minimum standards; and
PR for PR.
Summary
Responses indicated support for all three hypotheses-the majority of respondents do not consider licensing
of public relations practitioners to be in the public
interest, the majority prefer alternatives and practitioners do not meet legislative criteria for licensure
at this time.
The majority (4 to 1) of all respondents in all
categories of demography, except for a few with small
representation, believe licensing is not in the public
interest.
Although the ranking of alternatives is not
necessarily representative of the entire FPRA membership
due to a high percentage of missing data, the results
indicated governmental involvement alternatives as
lowest on the priority list.

The top priorities focus on

education--education of public relations practitioners, and
education of the public about PR.

The 133 valid responses

in this ranking should not be minimized, despite 71
missing cases.

These results suggest more emphasis
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should be directed toward education for and about public
relations, with credentialing less of a priority.

With

improved education, it is possible that existing
credentials will be earned by more practitioners.

Perhaps

with greater participation, accreditation will become
better recognized and more meaningful to the practitioner
and the public.
The legislative criteria scale analysis and the
crosstabulation indicating that all who favored licensing
believe status and recognition is the major intent of
PR practitioners seeking licensure, leads this researcher
to conclude: even if public relations wants to be licensed,
it is highly unlikely .

Since the majority of responding

practitioners don't show favor toward licensing, background
research

provides evidence that opposition extends

nationwide, FPRA members do not believe it is in the
public interest--and legislators would agree with them-the issue rests.
There is a possible exception.

I believe that as

public relations matures, a segment of its group--the
agency counselors--may seek licensure and practitioners
and public could both benefit.

However, until the legal

intent of licensing, the public interest, is acknowledged
as the primary purpose of the legislation by agency
counselors, a strong case for licensing cannot be made .
Any occupation, or group within an occupation, that
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seeks licensure should thoroughly investigate and weigh
the alternatives first .

The advantages and the costs

must be viewed in light of the profession and the
public interests.
Implications and ·further -re·s :e arch
Which comes first--licensing or a profession?

After

researching the subject and surveying Florida's largest
public relations professional association, it is my
opinion that professionalism is gauged by the individual
practitioners .

There are competent and incompetent

lawyers , accountants , nurses and doctors , just as there
are competent and incompetent public relations practitioners.
Licensing allows for stricter enforcement of standards , but
there are alternatives which can produce improved monitoring of public relations with fewer costs to the public
and practitioners .
The efforts and movement of public relations people
to maintain an ethical and proficient set of standards .
leads me to believe PR is now a profession .
to say public relations is
fessions .

That is not

prestigious as other pro-

However, PR has become a valuable field encom-

passing indispensable roles that bridge the communication
gap between business , nonprofit and government operations
and their publics .

If the public--who depends on public

relations expertise--demands licensure , then professional
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public relations societies may move in that direction.
In the meantime, future research might be best
directed toward alternatives to licensing for achieving
greater professionalism.
Education in public relations and education of
the public about public relations could be the focus
of informative study.

Accreditation of public relations

sequences in colleges and universities (only about 5
percent of those offering degrees, sequences or electives
in PR are accredited--1980)

is a subject of concern to

be further e x plored.
What do the general public know about public relations?
Do they view it as a profession?

Are they interested in

learning more?
How do public relations practitioners police themselves?

How are existing laws applicable to practitioners?

Are present accreditation programs adequate?

If not,

why?
Exploration of the alternatives (1) registration
in conjunction with standards set by an agency , and
(2)

state certification, might provide insight to less

stringent avenues toward achieving improved professionalism
in public relations .
Licensing is unlikely, therefore, research should
probably focus on other options in keeping with the
professional and public interest .

lFlorida, Regulatory Sunset Act, Statutes , vol . 1,
section 11 . 61 , p . 59 .
2rbid .
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APPENDIX A
The following 56-item questionnaire was mailed to
all 662 members of the Florida Public Relations Association
(FPRA), with a cover letter from FPRA President Joe Curley
and a sheet of definitions related to professional and
governmental credentialing.
A postage-paid return envelope was included for the
convenience of respondents and to encourage response.
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~

WI

Florida
Public Relations
Association
Dear FPRA Member:
Over the past year there has been much discussion and debate
over professionalism in Public Relations.
In many cases more
"heat" than "light" has resulted from these arguments.
Since research is basic to our field, FPRA is co-sponsoring
a study on professionalism in PR with the University of Central
Florida's Communication Department.
The enclosed survey, prepared by graduate student Jean Floyd,
asks your opinions on the future direction of PR as a profession.
We want your views on such topics as certification, licensing,
etc. of PR practitioners.
(These terms are defined on the
cover sheet to the questionnaire.)
The survey is short, easy to complete, and a self-addressed,
postage paid envelope is enclosed for your convenience in
returning the data.
Thank you for participating in this study. We would appreciate
the return of the completed survey by May 31, 1982, so that
we can share the results with you in the July or August issue
of PROOF.
Your opinions on the future direction of PR as
·
a profession are important. We want to know what you think.
Sincerely,

Jos~,

APRP

President
FPRA

Liberty Square - Suite 205 -

1137 New Bartow Highway - Lakeland , Florida 33801 -

(813) 688-2730

Please read the following definitions which distinguish
between licensing, registration, certification and accreditation.
(From Occu ational Licensin : uestions a Le islator Should Ask,
by Benjamin S im erg an
oug oe erer,
e Counci o State
Governments, Lexington, Kentucky, March 1978.)
Licensing is a process by which an agency of government grants
permission to an individual to engage in a given occupation
upon finding the applicant has attained the minimal degree
of competency required to ensure that the public health, safety
and welfare will be reasonably well protected.
Registration requires that the practitioner file his or her
name and address with a designated agency. There is usually
no preentry screening by a regulatory board.
Registration
in this form does little more than provide a roster of
practitioners. However, registration can be used in combination with minimum practice standards set by an agency. Thus,
while registration would not be exclusionary, it would subject
registrants to minimum standards.
Certification grants recognition to individuals who have met
the qualifications set by a state agency.
Only those who meet
the qualifications may legally use the designated title. However,
noncertified individuals may offer similar services to the
public as long as they do not describe themselves as being
certified.
Accreditation is offered through non-governmental agencies
to those who meet predetermined qualifications.

QUESTIONNAIRE
Section A
Education :
Undergraduate degree________________

Major _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Graduate degree -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Major_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Additional degrees/Majors _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Job title __ _

_ __ _ _ __ _ _ ___ Type organization (agency , etc.) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Years PR experience _ _ _ __ Speciality
Annual salary :

ge

Sex :

M

F

_ _ under $15,000 _ _ $15,000-30,000 _ _ $30,001-$45,000 _ _ more

Have you earned: ____APR ___ CPRC _____APRP ___ none
Have you ever answered a questionnaire on licensing PR practitioners? _ _ _ _yes

_ _ __ no

Section B · Please circle the number corresponding to your attitude:
(]=strongly agree, 2=agree. 3=sligh tly agree, 4=undecided,
S=slif(htly disagree. 6=disaf!ree, ?=strongly disagree)
Public relations is a profession .... ..... . . . ...... .... . .. ...... .. . . .. ........ . 1

2

3

4

S

6

7

FPRA and PRSA accreditation programs ore adequate .... . .... ...... ... ... .... 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Greater professionalism is needed in PR ......... . . . . . .. . . .... .. ..... .... .. ... 1

£

3

4

S 6

7

Professionalism in public relations should be monitored .. . ... .. .... . .. . . ... . .. . 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

2

3

4

5

6

7

Section C -

Licensing would (same agree-disagree scale):

Protect the public and practitioners from incompetents . ......... . .. . .

.. 1

Threaten First Amendment rights . .... . . .. . .. . .. .. ... .. . .. . ... .... .
Improve PR profess ionalism . .. . ...... . .. . . .. . . .. ... . .... ... . . .

2 3 4 5 6 7
.1

2

3

4

5

6

7

~

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not be as appropriate as some alternat ives. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. .. .. .

. . . ..

Allow standards to be enforced ..... . . . .... . .. .. ............. . .

. . . . .... 1

2

3

4

s

6

7

Create too much government intervention ............ .. .... . . .. .. . ... . . ... .. 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Improve status and recognition of PR . ... . ...... . . . ........... . ........... . . .. 1

2

3· 4

5

6

7

Exclude willing and able practitioners .... ..... . .. . ................... . ...... 1

2

3

5

6

7

Help define a core of knowledge .... ........ .... .................. .. .. ...... 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Cause monopoly, raising the cost of the service .... .. . . ... . ................... 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

4

Section D-The effect of licensing PR practitioners on the following publics would be:
(J=hif;hfy favorable, 2=favorable, 3=slightly favorable. 4=undecided,
!>=slightly unfavorable, 6=unfauorable, 7=highly unfavorable)
General public . . .. ...... .. . . .. .. ... . ........ ... . .. ... . .............. . .... 1

2

3

4

5 6

7

PR counselors fconsultants .. . ............................ . .......... .. ...... 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Clients of PR firms ........ .. ... . ..... . ............ . .... . . . .. . .... .. .... ... .. 1

2

3

4

5 6

7

Corporate PR staff .. .. . ................... . ........................ .. .. .. . . 1

2

3

4

5 6

7

Customers of corporations ........ ......... . .. . . . . .... ................. . .. .. 1

2

3

4

5 6 7

Employees of corporations . ... . .. ... . ...... .. .... . . ... . ..... . ........ . .. . . . . 1

2

3

4

5 6 7
7

Stockholders of corporations . .... ... .... .... . .. . .. . ......... . ...... . ........ 1

2

3

4

5 6

Local communities . .................. . ............................ . ....... 1

2

3

4

5 6 7

Media . . . . . . . ... . ... .. . . .. . ... . ............ . . ... . . .. . . ..... . . . .... ... . ... 1

2

3

4

5 6 7

The public relations occupation ........... . .. . .. .. ......... . . . ...... . .. ... . 1

2

3

4

5 6

7

Section E
= .r;tronF?ly Of!ree, 2=agree, :J=slightly agree, 4=undecided,
5=s/ightly di saf!reP. 6=disagree, ?=strongly disagree)
(1

It can be demonstrated that the public's health, safety or economic well-being
has been harmed since PR practitioners are not regulated ........ . ...... . ...... 1 2

3 4 5 6 7

Those who use your PR serv ices have the ability or knowledge to
evaluate your. quali fications . . . .. .. ....... . ..................... . ........... 1

2

3

4

5 6 7

Public Relations professional codes of ethics and standards are familiar
and adhered to by most practitioners .... . .. . ................. . .. . ...... . .... 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Most PR practitioners are familiar with a complaint-handling procedure
to resolve disputes w ith the public .. . ... . . .. ... . . .. ....... . ..... . . . . . .. . .. ... . 1 2

3

4

5

6

7·

Much independent judgment is required in your particular position . .... .. . . ..... 1

2

3 4

5

6 7

Much sk ill and experience are required in making those judgments .... . . ...... .. 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Th e ma jor intent of those who seek licensure of PR practitioners Is to enhance
the status and recognit ion of public relations as a profession .. . ........ . . . ... . .. 1 2

3

4

5

6

7

Section F-Please rank (1 to 10) the following aftematlves by priori ty, number 1 being most essential
toward the objective of achieving greater professionalism In public relations:
_ _ _ _ Licensing PR practit ioners in the State of Florida
_ _ _ Improvement o f exi sting FPRA and PRSA credential programs (APR, CPRC . APRP)
_ _ _ Education of the p u bl ic to c lear up m isunderstandings about PR
__ ___A council si milar to a press counc il

- · __

More active use a n d improvement of exist ing laws to deter incompetents

- -· Focus on education (continuing educction. closer work between educators and practitioners)
···-- _ ___Self-pol icing
_ ___ __ Reg istrat ion w ith an agency (roster of practitioners)
_ _ _ Reg istration in conjunction with m inimum practice standards set by an agency ·
__ _ _ Certification th rough a state agency
Section G

Do you be lieve governmental licensing of public relations practitioners is in the public interest?
_ _ _ yes

n'o

undecided

Explanation /General comments :_ _ __ ___;._ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
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